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Abstract
This dissertation examines the lived experience in a receiving building during and after
the mass school closures in the School District of Philadelphia from 2012-2014. Qualitative data
was gathered both by means of semi-structures ethnographic interviews of participants and an
autoethnographical account of the self as a teacher in the district at a receiving building during
and after the closures. The data found uncertainty to be a major theme among all participants as
to what was happening in the School District of Philadelphia as a whole and within the
individual school buildings during this time. The notion that schools are the microcosm of
society was observed, as well as the key role of charter schools in the racial and spatial injustices
of school closure. The qualitative data revealed that students, teachers, and administrators
experienced destruction of their community hubs and thus were racially and spatially
interpellated as neoliberal subjects.

Key words: neoliberalism, critical race theory, interpellation, spatiality, ethnography,
autoethnography
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Chapter 1
Introduction
There is a shooting out front.
We are on lock down. I am supposed to lock my door, pull the shades and get all of my
students to the corner of the room. The students are freaking out, getting out of their seats
because they know the drill all too well. I tell them to sit down and continue with my lesson.
They argue with me.
“But we’re on lock down!” yells Taria.
“We’re gonna get killed!” says Damian, who is always ready to start a riot.
“We are continuing our work, it doesn’t matter anyway,” I tell them calmly. It does not
matter if we follow the lock down procedure. My door is broken. I cannot shut and lock it even if
I wanted to. Bashawn broke it the day he was twenty-five minutes late for class and I would not
let him in without a note. He punched at the window, kicked and kicked the door, and pulled on
the knob relentlessly until it broke. I have asked maintenance and the office to fix it for over
three weeks. No one has the time.
The next day, I sign in and ask the office what I have to do to get my door fixed, again,
for what feels like the hundredth time. I explain that I cannot lock down during a lock down.
They tell me to fill out a work order, so a work order I fill out.
I’m not a religious person, but I do believe there is something greater out there than what
we can see here on earth. I forgot to pray this morning. Every day since the beginning of the
year, I ask the Great Spirit of the universe to keep me from all evil, protect me and guard me, and
keep my students safe. So far it has worked. When we could not lock down the classroom
yesterday Haneef asked me, “Aren’t you scared, Ms. Utti?” I told him, “Nope, God’s got us
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covered.” I say my little prayer as I walk down the hall to my classroom.
Today is like every other. As I open the door from the stairwell onto the second floor, I
see Ivign is doing back flips in the hallway. Bashawn, Malachi, Zamir, and Bill are doing what
looks like relay races. The students’ behaviors were not like this until they broke up our teacher
team. We do not have enough staff in the building. In the beginning of the year, we had a teacher
for each subject with class sizes of approximately twenty students per class. Teachers that are
brave enough to show up may work here for a few days or a few weeks, then they mysteriously
disappear. When schools closed, they brought 5th graders into our building and students from the
middle schools that closed. On top of having the building at full capacity, staff were laid off, or
quit. We are trying to run the school with a skeleton crew this year. They moved Ms. Spencer to
another grade because they could not keep a teacher in the 6th grade to teach reading. She was
our team’s reading teacher. I was the writing teacher. So, I took over both, RELA; reading,
writing, and language arts. That was okay, except the class size grew. Ms. Rock teaches Math,
Ms. Roberts teaches Science and Social Studies. The classes now go between three teachers
every day instead of four teachers.
The kicker was when they decided to move Ms. Roberts. She had the class of students
that were the most challenging. When her home base had to be split into the other two
classrooms, all hell broke loose. Not only were our numbers up to thirty-six and thirty-seven per
class, but also the dynamics of the classes changed for the worse. The challenging students now
challenged the entire grade. The mass school closures in Philadelphia this year forced well over
400 more students into our building and brought calamities that can only be seen from within.
Every day was a war. I now taught RELA and Social Studies, and Ms. Rock taught them Science
and Math.
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I keep on praying.
I round up the kids running in the halls. Some of the students are leaning on the wall
outside the class in a nice line waiting to be let in and begin our day. If Ms. Rock runs late, I am
left rounding up the seventy- three children alone, and vice-versa because there are no other
adults in our hallway. The way they behave is mostly not their fault. The systemic structure of
the entire district has fallen apart, effecting not only the buildings that closed, but even more so
the buildings that stayed open. I have compassion for the students, they are victims of the
wreckage of the public-school system.
Today Bashawn is really out of sorts. He has been cutting class for the past two days, so I
called his mother last night when I got home from work. It was close to 6 p.m. I told her he has
been cutting class, she asked me if he still was at school. I did not stay on the phone long. I’m
not quite sure what is going on in his home. I try to be understanding, but Bashawn and I are not
off to a good start this morning.
“Bashawn, please go line up for Ms. Rock,” I tell him.
“F*** you,” he says and runs down the hall. Whatever. Some days I just get tired of the
nonsense; today is one of those days. I get my students into my class and pretend to close my
broken door.
Today we are reading The Watson’s go to Birmingham in literature groups. Jahmir is
goofing off, disrupting not only his group, but also the group next to him. Jamir is overweight
and cannot read, and very aware of both. His father is in jail. He compensates for all of this by
being loud and silly; this takes him off the hot seat of actually learning something or getting
teased because of his body size. The special education teacher comes to pick him up. He is
supposed to have instruction with her five days a week for thirty minutes per day, but this has
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been shortened to once or twice per week due to staff shortages. Haneef and Mikhai are
supposed to go too, but they want to stay with me. I have been bringing in books just for them
and giving them special work to do on their own level, which is four levels below grade level.
They like the special attention and I like helping them learn to read. Because of his negative
behavior, no one ever figured out that Haneef could not read. I found the real Haneef under all
that nonsense, and he is learning to read. He even comes in during lunch and gym to read with
me. Now, that is something!
I walk Haneef up to the cafeteria so he can get a quick lunch before the bell rings and I
pick up my next class. Not only are they more wired after lunch than in the morning, but this is
also the more challenging group. We do our warm-up, and they move into their literature groups.
Bashawn will not be quiet. He will not sit with his group. He wants to walk around the room
hitting people on the head. I say, “Sit down and open your book.” He mimics me. I ignore it.
“Bashawn, sit down.” He mimics me again. He walks over and takes Taushana’s pencil
sharpener and throws it across the room. Now Taushana is crying because he broke her
sharpener, and nobody is doing any work because they have a more interesting show to watch. I
can’t take it anymore. He needs a break from class, and I need a break from him so that I can run
the class. I call the office.
Mr. Jones tells me the noon-time volunteer will come get Bashawn and take him to in
house suspension and we will work out a behavior plan for him after school. I get off the phone,
redirect the kids back to what we are doing and ignore Bashawn as he continues to walk around
the room. The volunteer comes and picks him up.
Ten minutes later Bashawn walks back into the classroom. I cut him short at the door and
ask him where his note is. He said they sent him back. Lies. I have no time for this. “Just take
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your seat,” I tell him. But he does not take his seat, he takes The Watson’s go to Birmingham and
chucks it at Neil, the new student who is diligently working with his group in the back of the
classroom. Neil holds his hand to his head. I could see that he is hurt; it’s a hard cover. In the
second before they hit each other, I grab Bashawn’s arm and pull him over to the other side of
the room. I would have thrown him out of the classroom and shut the door, but my door is
broken. I know there is no sense in calling the office or writing this up, because these little
disruptions go unnoticed. The administrators have bigger fish to fry.
“Just sit here and leave everyone else alone!” I tell him as I let go of his arm. My eyes
can’t be everywhere at once and he manages to pick up another book and throws it at Neil again.
Neil has had it! Now he jumps out of his seat to pound Bashawn. I do what I can to keep the
other students out of the fight. I am not breaking up this fight, I say to myself. I have been
breaking up fights for seven years. I’m tired of this.
Swiftly, I get across the room to the phone and call the office for security. They say they
will be right here. I move to the back of the room where the fight is taking place. Neil has a
bloody nose! I try to pull the boys apart to no avail. I do not want to get punched in the midst of
this. I have five of my own children at home and am not breaking up fights anymore, I think to
myself. I rush to the other side of the room to call the office again, no answer. I go to the back of
the room and yell for everyone to take their seats since now there are now students standing on
desks and phones are out to catch the action. I dash back to the phone to call for help again, no
answer. I run down the hall to see if there is anyone around to get Bashawn out of my classroom.
No one. It’s a ghost town here. I am alone. I run back to my room. The fight is still going on.
Now a few of the bigger boys are trying to pull them apart.
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I turn and notice two girls I have never seen before in the front of my room. One is thin
and dark and a bit shorter than I. The other is twice my girth and not in uniform. I don’t even
know if she is a student here. “Get out of my room!” By this time, I’m in a panic. I would have
shoved both of them out and shut my door, but what would be the point? The bigger girl scoffs at
me and pushes me out of her way. I call the office again. Nothing.
I quickly make my way to the back of the room again, trying to keep the rest of the kids
safe and see the two girls try to exit. This is a problem because the smaller of the two had a
phone out. No way are they going to post what happened in my room on YouTube. This is not
the publicity I want or need. I bolt to the door and block it. “You wanted to come in, now you
can stay here until the bell rings,” I tell the intruders as I stand firmly in front of the door with
my arms crossed, hoping help is on the way soon to identify these two and confiscate that phone.
“Yeah right, b***,” the big girl says in my face as she moves forward to push me again. I
step back. I know at this point if she touches me again I am so pumped up that I will retaliate,
maybe push her back, and that would not be good. Unknowingly, I stepped on someone’s jacket
and before I knew it, she whipped it out from underneath me. I flew backward.
“My bad,” she laughs as she runs out of my room and down the hall. I couldn’t get up.
At the hospital I was diagnosed with cervical damage, A-C joint separation in my shoulder, and a
sprained wrist. I was left traumatized because she could have killed me and left my children
without a mother.
I had surgery on my shoulder and spinal cord surgery in March 2014. The student got
house detention and put into the juvenile criminal system. A lose-lose for both of us.
After the incident I came to learn that no one was available to come to my aid due to the
lack of staff and lack of resources that occurred this year after the mass school closures. The
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principal and the one officer that we had for 825 students were out front trying to keep a mob of
adults from coming into the building to fight with students on the third floor. Our dean had to
send Bashawn back to class because she had to go help on the fourth floor where two more fights
had broken out.
Due to the mass school closures and schools being reconfigured many teachers, students,
and administrators were interpellated as neoliberal subjects. It took a while for communities that
were forced to merge to settle into this new agenda. The above narrative is but a small glimpse in
the life of a receiving school for five other schools, racially disrupted educational space for those
involved.
Problem Statement
Mass school closures in the School District of Philadelphia (SDP) impacted many people.
Two out of the three middle schools in a particular region of Philadelphia closed in 2013. This
made for a total of 602 students displaced to the one middle school left open. The population at
the one middle school left open jumped from 376 students to well over 800 that year. This study
explored the first-person account of the primary investigator and the stories of teachers, an
administrator, and a student in that receiving school to understand the social and political
significance of the closures. Hearing the lived experience of these individuals is important
because their experience and insight matters and can help move toward policy changes.
Research Question
What was it like spatially, racially, and ideologically to be a teacher, student, or administrator
in the late stages and aftermath of the mass school closures in the School District of
Philadelphia?
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Purpose of Study
The closing of a school affects not only the building that closed, but also those that are
left open. My interest in this topic is derived from my personal experience in a receiving school
in the district. The purpose of this study is to describe the implications that the closures had on
individuals written from a primary investigator who was a teacher in the district before, during,
and after the closures. It aims to shed light on the inequities of school closures and make unheard
voices heard. In this dissertation, I examine the lived experience of being part of a building that
did not close to produce a deeper knowledge of power and social inequality, while also allowing
for deeper understanding of the personal, cultural, and societal impacts that school closures have
on students, teachers, and administrators.
In March 2012, the School Reform Commission (SRC) approved closure of six
traditional public schools in Philadelphia. The SDP then announced a five-year plan that
“included dramatic restructuring of the school district, shrinking of the central office, and the
potential closure of up to 40 schools in 2013” (Good, 2017, p. 866). These changes effected
approximately 17,000 students and 2,000 staff and were estimated to save $28 million in annual
savings (Graham, 2012e). The estimated millions saved did not consider the cost on the most
important people involved: the teachers, students, administrators, staff, and families. My injury
was directly related to the mass school closures.
During the mass school closures, I was teaching in a middle school in Philadelphia where
I had been teaching for over six years. The district’s plan to close 30 schools and reconfigure 23
other schools changed the landscape of many neighborhoods (See: Appendix A, School District
of Philadelphia Master Plan, 2013). Our school was a 6th to 8th grade middle school. It was
reconfigured to a 5th through 8th grade school, gaining 5th grade students from three different
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elementary schools. The only other two neighboring middle schools were closed, and their
students were also transferred to the school where I was employed. Twenty-four schools were
approved for closure in March 2013. Before the impending chaos that was bound to occur, 75%
of our educational staff had either gotten laid off or left.
The enrollment at the only middle school left in operation in this section of Philadelphia
went from 376 students grades 6-8, to approximately 840 students, grades 5-8. We had one fulltime first year principal (as our previous principal left in the beginning of that year) and one parttime assistant principal who worked between two schools and was only in our building for half
of the day, three days per week. The nurses’ hours were cut, so we only had a nurse in the
building in the mornings. Counselors and social workers were cut. Consolidating the school
buildings was supposed to have helped the fiscal damage within the district, an important debate,
but it most certainly did not help the circumstances of people in the schools that were left open.
Our school was in a dire situation by January 2014. Teachers did not want to work there.
Some lasted through a day; some lasted a few weeks. We could not keep teachers coming back
due to the chaos that ensued from combining the schools. Due to the shortage of teachers in the
building, classes had to be combined and recombined. Class sizes rose to 35-39 per class. It was
during this time that the fight exploded in my classroom (the students from the differing three
middle schools were rivals). Being the only adult in the entire hallway, I had to handle this
situation without back-up and ended up with a broken neck. I am not the only staff member who
was injured during this tumultuous time. That same month a hallway monitor in the high school
adjacent our parking lot suffered irreversible brain damage from breaking up a fight. These cases
are not even reported.
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While there is extensive quantitative research and data on school closures such data alone do
not properly communicate the truth of school closures (Department of Education, 2009; Gabriel,
2013; Jack & Sludden, 2013). Neoliberal ideology, political unrest, and budget cuts not only
affected the schools that were closed, but also those that were left open. As Gabriel (2013) stated
in reference to Andrew Jackson School in South Philadelphia, “Under a draconian budget passed
by the Philadelphia School District last month, none of these supporting players — aide,
counselor, secretary, security monitor — will remain at the school by September, nor will there
be money for books, paper, or a nurse” (Gabriel, 2013, p. 1). This is what happened at the school
where I was employed and across the district. It is one thing to write about those lost resources in
a quantitative study. It is another thing to experience these cuts firsthand. I was one of the
thousands of people left in dire circumstances throughout the city; one among the teachers,
administrators, staff, students, and families who were impacted by mass school closures.
Closures impacted the entire district. Qualitative studies are critical for understanding school
closures by hearing the life stories of people that were and continue to be affected by them.
Rationale for Study
The aim of this study is to tell the story of how school closings affected individuals in a
receiving building from the perspective of my personal experience along with the narratives of
participants with whom I had relationships. The hope is that hearing how lives were impacted
will reach the ears of policy makers. For the purpose of this dissertation, I drew from three
theories: the theory of spatiality, critical race theory, and the theory of ideological interpellation.
Spatiality
The physical space of a school serves as an epicenter for social relations in a particular
space in time. The two primary goals stated in the summary of recommendations in the Facilities
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Master Plan for the SDP on December 13, 2012 were “to improve academic outcomes for all
students and ensure financial stability” (School District of Philadelphia, 2012). More equitable
resources and improved opportunities did not occur from forcing students out of their home
schools and overcrowding the schools that were left open. The plan was devoid of concern of the
implications on students, families, and the staff in the district. “The absence of concern over the
relationship between physical space, place, and teaching and learning in research has in turn
contributed to the neglect of school buildings” (McGregor, 2004, p. 354). Not only were
buildings neglected, thirty were shuttered indefinitely. This study used the theory of spatiality as
a tool for looking at interactions that were impacted as a result of school closures, specifically
how closures impacted schools that were left open.
Good’s qualitative study (2017) investigated the closure decisions in the district that
produced historic place-based inequalities. Through interviews he found that community
members were tethered to the schools that they called home. These schools were on the
discussion table for closure due to quantitative data: testing scores, financial use of the building,
and operational costs (Good, 2017). The researcher’s argument for the theory of spatiality, with
which this study aligns, is that “place is ongoing, emergent, and political, outlining a framework
that involves three dimensions of place production: a bounding dimension, a historicizing
dimension, and a politicizing dimension” (Good, 2017. p. 863). Studies have revealed that
students, families, and community members experience a sense of loss when their neighborhood
schools close (Tardiff, 2014). This dissertation utilized personal experience of loss of space
along with interviews from a student, two teachers, and an administrator from a receiving
building, and one teacher from a building that changed over to a charter in order to gain differing
perspectives pertaining to loss of space.
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Critical Race Theory
School Closures in the SDP most often occur in poverty-stricken areas in which minority
groups reside. Milner (2007) stated that historically, people of color have been misrepresented,
exploited, voiceless, and/or taken for granted in education research. According to Milner (2007)
there are three central components to critical race theory (CRT): the ingrained nature of race and
racism in society, education, and educational research; (2) the importance of narrative, counternarrative and the naming of one’s own reality in education; and (3) the centrality of interest
convergence in education. Interest convergence is defined as “an analytical construct that
considers the motivating factors . . . to eradicate racial discrimination or provide remedies for
racial injustice (Milner, 2007, p. 391).
The areas in Philadelphia that had the most school closures and reconfigurations were
those areas with both high poverty rates and the most minorities. (See Appendices B and C.)
CRT theory is both appropriate and necessary for analyzing these facts since the purpose of this
dissertation is to hear the experience of teachers, students, and administrators from one of these
areas in the district.
Interpellation
Since the focus of this dissertation is the impact of mass school closures on the
individual, the theory of ideological interpellation will guide the analysis of both the spoken
word of the participants and my own narrative from the perspective of being a teacher in the
district at that time. Davis (2012) describes Butler’s interpretation of interpellation as an
impossible situation when we try to make sense of the individual. The impossible situation is that
“individual is thus not a term we can really make sense of as individuals acquire their
intelligibility by becoming subjects” (Davis, 2012, p. 883). Thus, the personal, or individual, and
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the social are interdependent. This aim of this study is to use my personal experience of being in
a receiving building along with the narratives of others in this specific building to investigate
how the scholastic state apparatus, by closing schools, interpellated its’ subjects by neoliberal
ideology in a school that became a receiving school for five other schools.
The theory of interpellation stemmed from the French philosopher, Louis Althusser. His
two theses were: 1) Ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real
conditions of existence and, 2) Ideology has a material existence (Althusser, 2006). Generally
speaking, a system of ideals always exists within any structure. He stated, “there is no practice
except by and in an ideology and there is no ideology except by the subjects and for the
subjects,” which formulated his central thesis: Ideology interpellates individuals as subjects
(Althusser, 2006, p. 697). As children we learn the rules of proper behavior within our society,
and when in the work force, we are subjected to “submission to the ruling ideology for the
workers” (Althusser, 2010, p. 207). Althusser’s concept provides a useful model for
understanding why people are called, hailed, or attracted to certain things in certain ways. This
concept was utilized as a tool since this study looked at the culture of not only children that
attend school, but also teachers and administrators who are a part of the scholastic apparatus and
how their behavior and lives were interpellated within that societal framework.
The theory of interpellation differs from interpretation of narratives. Interpellation occurs
naturalistically. The thoughts we have and the way we behave which come natural to us are
cultural concepts that we have internalized. Interpretation of narratives is the interpretation of
language and symbols within that language. Since autoethnography and ethnography are
methodologies in anthropology, and anthropology is the study of cultures, the theory of
interpellation will be used as one means of reflexivity on the spoken word in the narratives of the
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primary investigator and the interviewees. It is also different from concepts such as acculturation
or socialization, as it specifies that specific experiences recruit subjects for ideologies. I claim in
my study that the mass school closures’ racialized disruption of educational space interpellated
individuals as neoliberal subjects.
Neoliberalism
Neoliberalism is both an ideology and a set of political, economic, and social
practices and policies that is based on the notion of entrepreneurial freedom and choice
(Apple, 2017; Brathwaite, 2017; Harvey, 2007; Lipman, 2013). Lipman (2013) stated
neoliberalism is “an ensemble of economic and social policies, deep reductions in the
cost of labor, and retrenchment of the public spere” (p. 6). Along with having individual
freedom of choice, neoliberalism sees competition as the “defining characteristic of
human relations” (Monbiot, 2016, p. 2). Born out of the loss of freedom individuals
experienced globally as a result of communism, dictatorships, and fascism, the founding
fathers of neoliberal thought believed that individual freedom was a central value of
civilization.
The term neoliberalism was coined at a meeting in Paris in 1938 by Ludwig von
Mises and Friedrich Hayek. They saw social democracy as typified by Britain’s welfare
state and Roosevelt’s New Deal as a materialization of communism and Nazism
(Monbiot, 2016). The book by Hayek, The Road to Serfdom, was published in 1944 and
was widely read. In it he argued that taking away individualism would lead to totalitarian
control. Monbiot (2016) stated that this “came to the attention of some very wealthy
people, who saw in the philosophy an opportunity to free themselves from regulation and
tax” (p. 2). The Mont Pelerin Society, the first neoliberal organization, was founded by
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Hayek and backed financially by millionaires. By the 1950s, Americans such as Milton
Friedman bought into the neoliberal agenda and the belief that “monopoly power could
be seen as a reward for efficiency” (Monbiot, 2017, p. 3). As Monbiot stated, neoliberalism was
not conceived as a self-serving philosophy, but it quickly became one.
From the mid 1970s onward, neoliberalism became a global agenda. Under the Bush
administration, Paul Bremer (the head of the Coalition Provisional Authority) multiplied the
number of laws specifying free-market and free-trade rules in detail. This was in reference to
Iraqi businesses. The new orders were to apply to every area of the economy. Only the oil
industry was exempt. The labor market was strictly regulated, and unions and strikes forbidden
(Harvey, 2007). The neoliberal theories of Milton Friedman, who taught at the University of
Chicago, were followed by a group of economists called the Chicago Boys. This group was
called upon to help reconstruct the Chilean economy. These political projects were to “reestablish the conditions for capital accumulation and to restore the power to the economic elites”
(Harvey, 2007, p. 19). These global projects also impacted education and sought to impress free
market theory on education (Lipman, 2013; Singh et al. 2005). Two examples are the orders
implemented during the Iraqi War, and the privatization of the public school system in New
Orleans after the devastation of Hurricane Katrina. There was a shift, particularly under the Bush
administration, not only to increased spending on military and reduced taxes for corporations
which led to a budget deficit and less spending on social programs, but also an ideological shift
from “social responsibility from the community to the individual” (Hursh & Martina, 2003). This
neoliberal ideological shift, along with the implementation of NCLB, was and still is yet another
piece that runs parallel to other influences on school closures and handing them over to private
management systems.
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Rationale for Methods
This study employs a qualitative method design using analytic and evocative
autoethnography with ethnographic narrative inquiries that include a collection of variation
sampling narratives from people within the culture. I collected data though an ethnographic and
autoethnographic approach serving the role as both the researcher and the researched. In order to
collect this data, I interviewed four participants from a specific region of Philadelphia and one
participant from a different region. Individual interviews and journal entries provided the data in
this study.
Qualitative Methods
The knowledge of self and others is the “most basic unit of culture” (Hamdan, 2012, p.
586). Since humans gain self-identity through the culture in which they are embedded, it is most
natural to investigate others’ perspectives within the same culture. The purpose of using an
ethnographic methodology is to obtain a richer comprehension not only of the implications that
school closures had on individuals and therefore the culture, but also to disseminate the merging
political themes of inequality, racism, and power within the phenomena.
“The defining characteristic of analytic social science is to use empirical data to gain
insight into some broader set of social phenomena than those provided by the data themselves”
(Anderson, 2006, p. 387). We must use various alternatives and different approaches to learn
more about peoples’ experiences (Morse, 2010). Autoethnography is at the same time a
methodology and genre that intersects other writing genres and methodologies. It is “at once
ethnographical and autobiographical” (Freeman, 2015, p. 85). It can refer to an anthropologist
doing ethnography, just as it can also refer to a memoirist writing about a societal event (Reed-
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Danahay, 2009; Simon et al., 2014). The essential aspiration of autoethnography is similar to
ethnography in that it seeks to understand culture through autobiographical accounts. This being
said, autobiography and memoir play a crucial role in autoethnography. Chang (2008) described
autoethnography as a methodology that includes the self, culture, and the research process
(Arnold, 2011; Chang, 2008). Ellis (2016) stated that autoethnography utilizes the same form of
data collection as ethnography in the form of field notes. Autoethnographic field notes can
include recollections of distant events, and “revisiting and retelling specific emotionally
memorable events in their lives” (Jones et al., 2016). This study utilized both ethnographic and
autoethnographic methodologies to come to a better understanding of the lived experiences of a
student, teachers, and administrators during and after the mass school closures.
Significance of Study
The significance of this study is that I was a teacher in the district before, during, and
after the mass school closures. I have an insider’s perspective. My research investigated the lived
experience of mass school closures through the narratives of both individuals in the district and
also through the narrative of the self, the primary investigator. A number of researchers have
investigated the mass school closures in Philadelphia through qualitative and quantitative studies,
but there is limited, if any, literature written by a teacher in the district (Good, 2017; Graham,
2013; Jack & Sludden, 2013; Maranto, 2005; McWilliams et al. 2019; Tardiff, 2014). This
research aims to fill that gap in the literature.
Limitations
This study used the qualitative method of ethnography which included autoethnographic
field notes. Although autoethnography is a writing of the self, it places the self in society and
culture, and this cannot be accomplished without relating to and including others. Because any
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form of writing is interpretational, along with that may come consequences for the lives of others
(Sikes, 2015). Autoethnography is a socially just act of writing, the goal of which is to produce
“analytical, assessable texts that change us and the world we live in for the better” (Jones et al.,
2008, p. 764). All researchers must take special care to present the truth and respectfully depict
the people in their stories, and this presents limitations.
Truth and Truthfulness
The goal of autoethnographers is to “extract meaning from experience rather than to
depict it exactly as it was lived” (Bocher, 2000, p. 270). When we write using memory as a basis
for our truths, there is often a slippage between truth and truthfulness, which may produce a
limitation in this study. For instance, we may not be able to include certain lived experiences
because they may depict another individual in a negative manner. This is where the decision
between truth and truthfulness comes into play. Ellis (2016) asks of ethnographers, “how much
detail and which difficulties, traumas, or challenges are necessary to include to successfully
articulate the story’s moral or goal?” (p. 256). Medford (2006) stated, “there is slippage between
Truth (or our experience of reality) and truthfulness because sometimes it seems appropriate—
even necessary— to abbreviate, edit, or otherwise modify our life stories in our writing” (p. 853).
I left parts of my story out to focus on other truths that shaped the experience in order to get
across the moral value of the story.
Reflexivity
Reflexivity is a central aspect to writing using ethnographic methods. It is a “continuous
process of critical scrutiny and interpretation, not just in relation to the research methods and the
data but also to the researcher, participants, and the research context” (Guillimen & Gilliam,
2004, p. 275). Reflexivity includes the obligation to show our work to others that are included in
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the text and discuss, listen, and acknowledge how these others feel about what is being written
about them (Ellis et al., 2011). This facet is named “member checking.” Being reflexive is being
able to reflect upon my own truths and how they are presented. It is having the consideration for
others included in the story by checking in with them and giving them the opportunity to share
how they feel. It includes getting their consent to be included in the writing from the point of
view written about them or change it from truth to truthfulness in order to maintain the respect of
the other. This may present biases and limitations. In sum, ethnography can never be neutral due
to the positionality of the researcher and therefore it is interpretational and may have
consequences for the lives of others (Sikes, 2015).
Other limitations of this study are:
1. It pertains to a particular geographic region in the SDP; each subsection of the city
varies greatly, as do their schools.
2. This was written during the Covid-19 pandemic. Therefore, all interviews were held
virtually.
Definition of Terms
Autoethnography – Autoethnography is a research methodology that seeks to systematically
analyze personal experience in order to understand cultural experience (Ellis, 2004; Jones, 2005).
This approach treats research as a political, socially-just and socially-conscious undertaking. The
autoethnographer uses precepts of autobiography and ethnography to do and write
autoethnography. As a method, it is both process and product (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011).
Ethnography- A qualitative research methodology and “procedure for analyzing, describing, and
interpreting a culture-sharing group’s shared patterns of behavior, beliefs, and language that
develops over time” (Creswell, 2019, p. 462). The ethnographer typically spends time in the field
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with the culture-sharing group observing, interviewing, and gathering documents that serve as
data for understanding the culture-sharing group (Creswell, 2019).
Closures – This term is used to describe public schools that were closed during the time of the
mass school closures in the SDP.
Reconfigure – The Master Facilities Plan put into place grade restructuring of 23 public schools
in the district. This grade restructuring is referred to as “reconfigured” throughout this study.
Receiving School – A receiving school was a school that was left open during the time period of
the mass school closures. A receiving school received students from schools that were shut down
and/or from schools that were reconfigured.
Critical Race Theory – (CRT) argues that race is socially constructed and examines the role of
the law in the construction of race (including whiteness). CRT in education examines the role of
education policy and educational practices in the construction of racial inequity and the
perpetuation of normative whiteness. (Dixon and Anderson, 2018, p.122)
Interpellation - The theory of interpellation stemmed from the French philosopher, Louis
Althusser. His two theses were: 1) Ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals
to their real conditions of existence, and 2) Ideology has a material existence (Althusser, 2006).
A system of ideals always exists within any structure. Althusser stated, “there is no practice
except by and in an ideology and there is no ideology except by the subjects and for the subjects”
(p. 697). This formulated his central thesis: ideology interpellates individuals as subjects.
Theory of Spatiality – The theory that space is produced by social interactions (McGregor, 2004).
Coming Out – The term used by teachers and administrators when they leave the district.
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Summary
There is an absence in the literature on mass school closures in Philadelphia written by a
teacher in the SDP as the primary investigator. This study intends to fill that dearth. My
qualitative research recorded the narratives of the lived experience in a receiving building during
and after the 2012-2013 mass school closures. The theoretical framework of critical race theory,
interpellation, and spatiality are interwoven in this study. The theory of interpellation analyzes
the subject and the subjected and the interdependence of the individual and society. Societal
structures such as the scholastic state apparatus are more than a physical place. They are the
spaces in which people are bound as a community. When these spaces are ripped from a people,
or invaded, we must question the underlying implications. Ladson-Billings & Tate (2006) stated
that critical race theorists argue that political and cultural analysis is situational. If CRT is
situational, it is therefore spatial. If it is spatial, individuals are interdependent on a larger social
structure as subjects of that structure and are subject to being interpellated throughout their lived
experience within that structure.
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Chapter 2
Overview
To have a comprehensive understanding of how the School District of Philadelphia
(SDP) came to be where it is today, this chapter opens with an overview of the historical
background of the district. This leads as a segue into the how the district got into the catastrophic
condition which led to take over by the state and the School Reform Commission (SRC). The
state take-over of the district was based on neoliberal and political ideologies which therefore
lead to the mass school closures in 2012-2013. The next section looks at research that has studied
implications that school closures had on students, teachers, and administrators in the district.
Both qualitative and quantitative studies are cited to provide an encompassing overview of the
literature. The first section of this chapter concludes with a discussion of ethnographic studies
which most relate to this dissertation topic; what it like spatially, racially, and ideologically to be
a teacher, student, or administrator in the late stages and aftermath of the mass school closures in
the School District of Philadelphia.
The overview of the literature presents many facts and many unanswered questions. The
aim of this study is to fill the gap in the literature by providing a first-hand account from a
teacher (the primary investigator) in the district before, during, and after the school closures. Due
to the nature of the methodology, which will be further discussed in the next chapter, the
overview of the theoretical framework commences with the theory of interpellation as this will
be utilized for both self-reflection and also for reflecting on the lived experience of the
participants. The section after interpellation delves into the theory of spatiality as it is vital to this
study. Undesirable implications cannot be avoided when one’s physical space is torn away from
them, yet this only is one aspect of spatiality. This section will provide a deeper understanding of
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the theory. It is a relevant and imperative lens for looking at the repercussions in the district after
more than ten percent of the public schools closed within a short time frame. The theoretical
framework section concludes with critical race theory (CRT) as this concept is central for
understanding inequality. By the time you as a reader reach this section, I hope you will have a
clearer picture of the inequalities upon inequalities that affected the district and eventually led to
mass school closures.
Review of Literature
History of The School District of Philadelphia
The SDP is one of the oldest and largest school districts in the United States, dating back
over two centuries and currently ranking as 7th largest by population in the U.S. (Largest 100
School Districts, 2018). As early as 1802, the legislature saw the need for the city’s children that
lived in poverty to have equal access to education. At this time, they provided public funds for
children living below the poverty level to be taught in private schools. This prompted the
election of a Board of Controllers to oversee the pauper school system. There were problems of
diversity and disorder and in 1818 the Pennsylvania General Assembly established the SDP as
the first school district in Pennsylvania (Cutler, 2020).
The Board’s first president was Robert Vaux. He had a vision of free education for all
and in 1827 formed the Pennsylvania Society for the Promotion of Public Schools. This vision
became a reality through the common school laws enacted in 1834 and 1835 and the
Consolidation Act of 1836, which opened all city school to all children, free of tuition. The board
proudly announced, “the stigma of poverty, once the only title of admission to our public
schools, has been erased from our statute book, and the schools of this city and county are now
open to every child” (Cutler, 2020, p. 1). The common school movement, most associated with
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Horace Mann, was taking hold of the county and the country. Schools grew rapidly in
Philadelphia. Within two years, 17,000 children were enrolled. To manage the diversity and the
growing numbers, they divided the children into three ability groups. Prompted by a wave of
Black crime, a primary school for African American children opened in 1822. The first high
school opened in October 1838, Central High School for boys. In February 1848, The
Philadelphia Girls Normal School (later named Philadelphia High School for Girls) opened its
doors to young middle-class girls. By 1870, enrollment in Philadelphia’s schools was nearly
89,000 (Cutler, 2020; S Weir Mitchel, 2016).
The schools were filled quickly, and more schools continued to be built throughout the
city. Sexes were still segregated at this time. In 1828 they moved both a boys’ school and a girls’
school into a school at 7th and Lombard Streets – this section became the heart of the Black
community—and erected a new building for the White children. These types of discriminations
became more blatant over time and in 1854 the state legalized segregation in public schools. This
law was repealed in 1881, but it was too late, segregation had become deep-rooted in
Philadelphia and Vaux’s vision was being broken.
The district was under centralized control for many years. Although the board was never
financially independent, the controllers were responsible for collecting and distributing revenue
and an elected board of directors managed the schools in the separate wards within the city.
These boards were composed of politicians, local leaders, and business owners. They had the
power to hire and fire teachers and principals and to build new schools. Corruption within this
system led to the first Reorganization Act in 1905 (Cutler, 2020). At this time the district was
spending less than 33 other cities. In 1911, a law was passed that gave the board the ability to
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borrow money but not levy taxes. This was reinforced by the Supreme Court in 1937 (S. Weir
Mitchell, 2016). This was the beginning of the district accruing debt.
For over thirty years the district tried to balance its budget by giving its students only
basic instruction and offering low wages to teachers. During this time the state contributed
roughly 14 percent of all funds spent on education in Pennsylvania (Cutler, 2020). A minimum
salary law was enacted in 1921 which classified school districts by size of enrollment. This hurt
the SDP tremendously, as the way this law worked was “the smaller the district, the larger the
proportion of salary costs that would be offset by the state” (Cutler, 2016, p. 6). The SDP
gradually became more and more dependent on state and federal money as the district kept
growing.
The times were even more radical from the 1930s on. In 1941, the Philadelphia Teachers
Union was expelled from the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) and the Philadelphia
Federation of Teachers (PFT) was born. The PFT became the sounding voice for the teachers in
the district, whom by this time were working under harsh conditions at low wages. Act 195 was
passed in 1970, which gave public employees in Pennsylvania the right to strike. Between 1970
and 1981 the PFT went on strike six times. This improved their working conditions and salaries
but at a large expense to the district. This cost came at a difficult time for the city as some of the
major industries in Philadelphia were closing down, thus decreasing the amount of tax revenues.
The districts’ budget more than doubled while at the same time the city was incurring a weaker
tax base. Due to the financial state of the district, class sizes grew, and teachers were furloughed.
The 1960s brought reforms to try to equalize educational opportunities. The Elementary
and Secondary Act of 1965 forced the federal government to provide funding for schools with
low-income children. The Bilingual Act of 1968 forced schools to consider how they were
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teaching students who did not have English as their first language. This was also a turbulent time
for African American children. The SDP did not respond to Brown vs Board of Education (1954)
until five years later. In 1963 boundary lines were redrawn to include and promote integration.
The board was against adopting this policy and a discrimination suit against the district went
unresolved for many years (S. Weir Mitchell, 2016). Within this time period, New York City
was implementing a decentralization plan. The SDP did not follow suit. Richardson Dilworth
(the board leader) made the board smaller and more accountable to the mayor. These changes
were in a referendum in 1965 (Cutler, 2020). The district now had close to 280,000 children
enrolled.
A suit filed by the Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Children against the
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania in 1972 was settled by mutual consent. It justified
appropriations that helped Philadelphia and other districts in the state cope with the extra costs of
educating the mentally disabled and low-income students. These subsidies drove the SDP’s
budget “from 32 to 58 percent between 1967 and 1973 and kept its share of the budget at more
than 50 percent until 1992 when a slow decline was reversed until 2008” (Cutler, 2020, p. 4).
The implementation of the minimum salary law and the steady decline in subsidies lead the
district into deeper financial woes.
The Politics of Change
Richardson Dilworth was a strong democratic leader. He was a two-time mayor of
Philadelphia (1955 and again in 1959), and the only man to be both the mayor the head of the
board (New York Times, 1974). He became head of the board in 1965 and hired Dr. Mark
Shedd, known for progressive ideas, as superintendent in November of 1966 (New York Times,
1971). Shedd created a resource center for African American students and ordered that Black
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history be taught in every high school in the city, but this order was not backed up and did not
happen during his term. He piloted the program that gave high school students choice in
selecting their courses. Shedd gave voice to the most important people in the district—the
students. He put them on curriculum committees, let them have a voice in choosing new
principals, and gave them a “students bill of rights” (New York Times, 1971). The board
meetings, formally held at the district headquarters, were now held in neighborhoods, shifting
neighborhoods each meeting to give different communities a chance for input.
Frank Rizzo, the Philadelphia Police Commissioner at the time, had issues with the way
Shedd was running the district. He called him “soft” and claimed that the students weren’t
“learning much of anything” due to Shedd’s liberal ways (New York Times, 1971, p. 54). A
huge blow up occurred on November 17, 1967, when more than 3,500 students held a Black
power rally at the school administration building. Dilworth and Shedd accused Rizzo of bringing
in uniformed men after they had requested that police stay away from the rally. Rizzo, who
emphasized law and order, ordered the police to break it up and while he stood in the midst of
the scene, he permitted his men to beat some of the students. This ended with 18 students injured
and 57 arrested (New York Times, 1971). When Rizzo was elected mayor in 1971, Shedd
resigned from the district (Cutler, 2020).
Throughout the history of Philadelphia’s public schools, any attempt at reform has been
hindered by politics (Milner & Lomotey, 2013). Shedd’s resignation was succeeded by Matthew
Constanzo (1972-1975) and Michael Marcase (1975-1982) who were also “cajoled into
departure because of the political pressure” (Milner & Lomotey, 2013, p. 481). Some calm
returned to the district with the superintendency of Constance Clayton, the first female Black
superintendent of the district. She ran the district for 11 years (1982-1993), stabilizing the budget
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and returning a positive image of Philadelphia’s schools. She retired unexpectedly in1993
(Cutler, 2020).
David Hornbeck, of the Democratic party, was superintendent from 1994-2000. He
pleaded with Harrisburg for more school funding for the SDP and talked about the inadequate
funding as a moral and racial discriminatory issue (Mezzacappa, 2017). On March 9, 1998, a
group of plaintiffs filed a suit against several Pennsylvania officials. One count of the suit was
the violation of the regulation the Department of Education (DOE) adopted to implement Title
VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Section 601 of Title VI of the Civil Rights act states: “No
person in the United States shall, on the grounds of race, color, or national origin, be excluded
from the participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any
program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance” (United State Court of Appeals,
1999).
The plaintiffs were as follows: (1) The Black Clergy of Philadelphia and Vicinity; (2)
Philadelphia Branch NAACP; (3) ASPIRA, Inc. of Pennsylvania; (4) Parents Union of Public
Schools; (5) Citizens Committee on Public Education in Philadelphia; and (6) Parents United for
Better Schools. Also joining as plaintiffs were several local officials and entities: (1) the School
District of Philadelphia; (2) its superintendent, David W. Hornbeck; (3) its Board of Education;
(4) the Board's president, Floyd W. Alston; (5) the City of Philadelphia; and (6) the City’s
mayor, Edward Rendell. The parents of several school aged children joined as plaintiffs and were
later joined by the PFT and the head of the AFT, Ted Kirsch. Dwight Evans, who was the
keynote speaker at the teachers’ union convention in 1994, also joined the plaintiffs. Kirsch and
Evans were friends at the time and Kirsch had “helped steer more than $100,000 in labor money
to Evans” (Backer, 2017, p. 3) On May 4, 1998, the defendants filed a motion to dismiss the
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complaint. This case went to federal court after a failed attempt in state court (Backer, 2017;
Powell v. Ridge, 1999).
Another political divide happened when their pleas went unheard. Governor Ridge
“threatened to form the School Reform Commission (SRC) in 1998,” while the Board of
Education was passing a budget short of $85 million for the school year 1998-1999 (Dent, 2017.
P. 1). Hornbeck refused to cut personnel and programs that were essential to the students. This
meant that schools would likely close by March. Hornbeck claimed that he would use city money
to keep them open (Backer, 2017; Mazzacappa, 2017). Evans went to the other side and worked
with Ridge and Hickok to write Act 46 (Backer, 2017). Instead of hearing their pleas and
providing more aid to the district, Harrisburg passed Act 46, which allowed a state takeover of
Chester and Philadelphia schools, and “ultimately, partly to privatize those schools” (Maranto,
2005, p. 153; Mezzacappa, 2017). Chester is a small city outside of the SDP. Hornbeck resigned
that June.
In July 2001, Mayor Street, then the Democratic mayor of Philadelphia, and Tom Ridge,
governor of Pennsylvania of the Republican party, struck a deal. The state agreed to advance the
district enough money to keep the schools open if the lawsuit was dropped (Mezzacaapa, 2017).
The nine-member Board of Education was dissolved and the State Reform Commission (SRC),
initially just one person, James Nevels, a Black Republican, took over the district in December
2001. This was a tumultuous time for the educational system in the entire country. The No Child
Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 promoted school accountability and school choice policies.
“NCLB aimed to introduce new ‘state and local flexibility’ options to give parents a voice in
their child’s education (The White House, 2002) which, in theory, leads to more effective and
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efficient public education systems” (Jack & Sludden, 2013, p. 2). This exacerbated the power of
the newly implemented SRC to open charter schools across the district.
The School Reform Commission
Every school district in the state of Pennsylvania has a local school board. The state
taking over a school district was unheard of. The talk of the SRC taking over the SDP did not go
over well in Philadelphia. Just before it became official, hundreds of activists marched down
Broad Street and ambushed Mayor Street’s Christmas tree-lighting ceremony (Dent, 2017).
Chester remained quiet, and in the end, let 9 of their 10 public schools become privatized.
By the time Vallas became the superintendent of the SDP (2002-2007), the SRC had
already brought an end to local control of the district. This did not happen without a fight from
the mayor and the district. It was now run by a committee of five; two chosen by the mayor and
three by the governor, giving the Republican party the majority of the rule. Republicans, also
controlling the senate at this time, favored privatization and hired Edison to come in and evaluate
the district’s finances (Backer, 2017; Mezzacappa, 2017). Edison is a for-profit firm that
manages schools under contracts with the school districts.
They reported that the SDP had spent $10 billion over the course of ten years without
being held accountable (Peterson, 2007). Governor Ridge refused to give the district any funds
above the current levels at the time unless they agreed to partner with the state. “Between
October '02 and December '02 the city and state negotiated a "a friendly takeover" of the school
system; "friendly" because the Governor promised to contribute an additional $75 million to the
district and the city promised it would contribute an additional $45 million so that the district
schools could start the upcoming school year on an improved financial footing” (Peterson, 2007,
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p. 3). Mayor Street refused to negotiate until the state withdrew its plan to hand over
management of the district to Edison.
In the summer of 2002, the state directed the SDP to restructure some of its lowest
performing schools under the direction of the SRC. “The schools were contracted out to forprofit management organizations, to nonprofit organizations, or assigned to be restructured by a
newly created Office of Restructured Schools (ORS)” (Peterson, 2007). This was the beginning
of the most radical school reform in the country. The then U.S. Secretary of Education, Rod
Paige, had stated that “Seven outside managers were to run 45 of the district schools” (Travers,
2003). Edison was asked by the SRC to manage 20 of the schools. The others were brought
under the control of for-profit firms and nonprofit entities: The University of Pennsylvania,
Temple University, Foundations, and Universal. The nonprofit organizations were and “have
remained—politically well-connected institutions. …… Foundations also had close ties to a
politically influential state representative active in community development programs. Universal,
a community development corporation founded by Kenny Gamble, an immensely successful
writer of soul music, has strong ties to Islamic leaders within Philadelphia’s Black community”
(Peterson, 2007, p. 67). The Republican state secretary of education held Edison in high regard,
but the school union workers did not. Edison taking control of these schools without any formal
process, “became the focus of student and community protests” (Travers, 2003, p. 3) Vallas
canceled the contract with Chancellor Beacon (Victory) shortly after the restructuring and
brought five schools back to district control (Peterson, 2007).
Leadership parties changed over the next six years. Vallas went to New Orleans to take
on the task of rebuilding the schools after Katrina. Ed Rendell, Democrat, took over as governor
of Pennsylvania and hired Sandra Glenn, who was active in Democratic politics, as the SRC’s
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new chair. She hired Arlene Ackerman as the new superintendent (Peterson, 2007; Cutler, 2020).
Six more schools returned to district control under this new leadership. This helped a little, but
ultimately, the SRC “identified 86 schools-elementary and middle schools for management by
private providers or partnerships with universities, as well as a handful of schools to be
converted to either charter or "independent" school status” (Travers, 2003, p. 4). In the end, 70
schools came under new management. The for-profit and nonprofit companies gave the teachers
the option to stay or to transfer. Huge waves of transfers occurred leaving the district in an even
more dire situation concerning teacher shortages. Political unrest continued.
In 2008, the SRC attempted to solicit $405,000 from donors for the removal of Ackerman
but mismanaged the process and donors withdrew their pledge. At the cost of $905,000 of
district funds, she was removed from her position as superintendent in 2011, but not before she
incorporated the Facilities Master Plan (Jack & Sludden, 2013; Schatz, 2015). William Hite was
appointed superintendent of the district in 2012 and currently holds that position. In the first ten
years of the SRC, the attendance at charters grew from 16,000 to 50,000 students (Good, 2017, p.
865). This brings us to the mass school closures in the district in 2012- 2013.
Mass School Closures in the School District of Philadelphia
In 2010 the SDP began working on their Facilities Master Plan, which was a long-term
plan to standardize grade arrangements, increase school utilization, and reduce building capacity
(School District of Philadelphia 2013; Tardiff, 2014). William Hite was quoted stating, “This
path will lead to greater educational investments throughout our more than 200 schools and
improved educational outcomes for students. This path will reverse our enrollment declines as
we create safer, more modern learning environments and build sustainable community
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partnerships and coalitions” (Jack & Sludden, 2013, p. 1). Further investigation will confirm
whether his statement came to fruition.
Tom Corbett, Republican, took over as governor of Pennsylvania in 2011, proposing a
budget with massive cuts to state education. One quarter of the cuts fell upon the SDP, even
though it only served one-tenth of the states’ students (Socolar, 2011; Dent, 2017). These cuts
would result in a deficit of $409 million of the district, with a portion of that gap being a $116
million loss of the federal stimulus package. The SDP took the brunt of the $1 billion cut in
education, with a loss in funds at $292 million. The district was also facing a $39 million
increase in charter spending and an increase of $17 million in pension costs (Socolar, 2011).
In 2012, the SRC changed portions of the school code, voting to cap charter enrollment
and close schools in a quicker manner “without a hearing that was previously needed to be held
three months before a decision was final” (Dent, 2017, p. 2). In March 2012, the SRC approved
closures of six traditional public schools in Philadelphia. The SDP then announced a five-year
plan that “included dramatic restructuring of the school district, shrinking of the central office,
and the potential closure of up to 40 schools in 2013” (Good, 2017, p. 866). The Chief Recovery
Officer and standing Superintendent before Hite took office in 2012, Thomas Knuddsen,
presented recommendations to the SRC to close schools. “The SDP justified the closures by
calling them a ‘necessary cost-saving measure’ that was largely born of the fact the SDP is
currently paying for 53,000 empty seats in its public schools” (Tardiff, 2014, p.4). This was
largely due to the infusion of charter schools within the district. By this time there were 84
charter schools in the SDP, half of the state’s total (Jack & Sludden, 2013). But this was not the
only factor that led to the closures. The deficit was primarily due to Corbett’s cuts. During the
2011-12 school year, $287 million of federal stimulus funding was cut, and the following year,
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the state cut $1,327 per SDP student, while the charter schools cost the district $7000 per student
(Jack & Sludden, 2013). By June 2012, the district was in a $20 million deficit and by 2013,
there was a $304 million budget gap, with a shortage of 3,000 teachers (Tardiff, 2014).
The SDP put forth the Facilities Master Plan in 2012 with recommendations for
reorganization and the closing of school buildings. Seventeen elementary schools were on the list
for grade changes which transitioned 5th and 6th grade students from thirteen of the schools to a
nearby middle school. Four of the seventeen on the list were to keep their students in the
elementary school until 8th grade. This reconfiguration effected one middle school in the
Southwest region which was 6th through 8th grade middle school. It reconfigured into a 5th
through 8th grade school in the beginning of 2013, taking in students from three feeder
elementary schools and from the other middle schools that were up for closure. A middle school
in the Northwest section, formally a 6th through 8th grade school, was also reconfigured to a 5th
through 8th school, taking in students from five feeder elementary schools.
Three schools in the North-Central region that were middle schools were reconfigured to
K through 8th grade schools. One of these schools was a high school and all of the students were
reassigned to other high schools. In the West region, one middle school was up for change to a K
through 8th school, taking in students from two surrounding elementary schools (See: Appendix
A, Facilities Master Plan).
Thirty schools closed in the SDP between the years 2012-2013. The changes are said to
have affected 17,000 students and 3,783 district staff, but the true number is much larger as the
closings also affected the schools that were left open and all of those students and staff (Gabriel,
2013; Strauss, 2013). Six schools closed in 2012. The decision to close 24 more public schools
was made at a meeting held by the SRC on March 7, 2013. This marked “one of the largest
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single waves of school shutdowns to have occurred in the nation” (Tardiff, 2014, p. 4). Over 700
people of Philadelphia rallied in protest. Nineteen of the protestors were arrested that day; among
them was Randi Weingarten, the president of the AFT (Good, 2017; Tardiff, 2014).
Displacement was immanent throughout the city and localized amongst the poorest
neighborhoods. Vaux’s original plan to give each child in Philadelphia a free and equal
opportunity for education was squashed. The lawsuit against the state for violating the Civil
Right Act was squashed. As Good (2017) stated, “The history of under-resourced schools
serving African American communities represented one piece of a larger systematic
disinvestment in and marginalization of African American neighborhoods in Philadelphia” (p.
867). There were no school closures in Chestnut Hill, the Main Line, or the Northeast. The
majority of the 30 schools closed were in the West, North, Southwest, and North Central areas of
Philadelphia—the most marginalized communities.
Implications of the Mass School Closures.
School closures were first incorporated into the education policy in 2001 when the
government authorized NCLB. The policy would continue to be used to shutter low performing
schools or hand them over to charters under Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) which replaced
NCLB in 2015 (Sunderman et al., 2017). The failing urban school, school choice, and school
closures have been prevalent conversations in research on urban education. Graham (2012)
stated that the closures in the SDP effected approximately 17,000 students and 2,000 staff and
were estimated to save $28 million in annual savings. This statement was made before the next
24 closures in 2013. While configuring how much money could possibly be saved, no
consideration was taken for the cost on the most important people involved: the teachers,
students, administrators, and families of both the schools that were closed and also the schools
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that were not closed. The assumption of money saved and of Hite’s statement of achieving safer,
stronger schools “obscures the reality of how school closures disrupt the lives of individuals and
school communities, ignoring the ways closures may in fact undermine student outcomes that
administrators and policy makers value” (Deeds & Patillo, 2015). The following literature
examines how school closures have disrupted the lives of individuals in the district and discusses
some of the outcomes.
Implications on Students, Teachers, Administrators, and Community Members.
In January 2013, advocates for the public schools filed a civil rights complaint with the
United States Department of Education, proclaiming their civil rights were violated because
minority students were “disproportionately affected” (Tardiff, 2014, p. 5). This was the second
lawsuit the district filed against the state claiming violation of civil rights within less than fifteen
years. Over 3500 district staff lost their jobs and those that kept their positions faced
overcrowding and chaos in the buildings that merged and/or took in the students from the closed
schools.
Good (2107) explored how stakeholders (students, teachers, administrators, and
community members) played an important part in protesting the mass school closures. The study
by Good (2017) discovered through narratives of the stakeholders that schools are institutions in
which the communities are “intimately connected” and therefore become “intertwined with
histories of place and local place identities” (p. 864). He found that the communities suffered
place-based disinvestment by the district, job loss, and racial segregation. Community members
were angered and saddened when their local school closed. Good’s study quotes a pastor
speaking to Hite in a community meeting explaining the history of the school up for closure
(Good, 2017). The community members spoke out about how they did not want their children
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and their teachers scattered throughout the district. In the end, the community members and
stakeholders lost their schools. Good’s study found “the production of place is deeply political
and entails construction of meaning and belonging” (p. 877). This study aims to add to the
literature by gaining deeper insight as to how teachers, students, and administrators were affected
by the mass closures.
Implications for Students in a Receiving Building.
Closing a school is an admission of failure by the district (Ravitch, 2010). Studies have
shown that school closures not only affect the students who are displaced, but also the students
whose schools did not close and take in the displaced students from other schools. Not only do
students experience a sense of loss of place and space when their school closes but loss of place
and space also has negative implications on the receiving schools.
Initially the main concern was for the displaced students. Apprehensions for safety due to
going into neighborhoods with gang issues, transportation safety issues, academic achievement,
and classroom overcrowding were among the worries for the displaced students. “In general,
forced mobility from one school to another can be detrimental to student learning and classroom
dynamics” (Bierbaum, 2018, p. 2). School closures have a negatively disproportionate impact
upon African American and Latinx academic performance for at least one year after the closure
of their school (Bierbaum, 2018; Green, 2017). Studies have found that even when students are
transferred to a higher achieving school, there is still a drop in academic performance and there
are “negative spillover effects on the receiving schools” meaning that there is also a drop in the
math and reading scores of the students in the schools that remained open (Sunderman et al.
2017, p. 9).
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The negative impact of forced transfer to a higher performing school may equalize over
time, but that is not guaranteed (Bierbaum, 2018). Many of the students were not transferred to a
higher performing school, they were placed in a school equal to the one that closed. Studies have
also shown that the “differences were at best small” for those students that transferred to forprofit or nonprofit schools that were privately managed (Benveniste et al., 2013, p.46).
Differences that did occur were more absences and suspensions among the displaced students
after their school closed as Wolfman-Arent (2019) stated in his article about the research being
done by University of Pennsylvania professors.
More recent research continues to show that all students were negatively impacted by the
closures. A recent study has shown that the students who struggled the most during the
tumultuous period of mass school closures were those attending the schools that received
students from the schools that closed (Wolfman-Arent, 2019). The worst results for suspensions,
absences, and academic achievement were found “when large numbers of displaced students
arrived at a new school together” (Wolfman-Avert, 2019, p. 4). A solution to this would have
been to strategically place students among different schools. These complex issues were not
foreseen by policy makers at the time. The schools left open in the areas of the most school
closures (sections of North and South Philadelphia) were also left with a negative social stigma
as found in numerous ethnographic studies.
Negative Feelings.
The closing of public schools in Philadelphia left a feeling of dishonor on the
communities and on the neighborhood schools that were left open. These neighborhood schools
are often seen as the last resort for students who did not get into a “better” school. Using the
framework of ethnographic research of social stigma, McWilliams (2017) examined students’
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and staff’s sense of belonging in neighborhood schools that were not closed during the mass
school closure period. She found that the social stigma of the neighborhood schools being “bad”
schools affected the morale of the students and teachers in those schools (McWilliams, 2017). A
visual representation of this low morale is depicted below.

An individual at Edward W. Bok Technical High School expresses a sentiment held by many
(June 2013). Photo credit: Zoe Strauss, Philadelphia School Closing Photo Collective member.
Zoe Strauss began an online photo collective in the weeks before the closures in 2013
which marked the beginning of an online community group, the Philadelphia School Closing
Photo Collective (Bach et al., 2019). The people that participated in this were a diverse
population of Philadelphians. The mission was to “archive schools slated for closure” (Bach et
al., 2019, p.1). The photos are archived and publicly available through Temple University’s
Urban Archives. McWilliams views these photos as a way to understand the collective thought
about the school closures. Upon analyzing this anthropological photo collective, the researchers
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found that schools are a place of quiet love, displaying pictures of students with their teachers
(Bach et al., 2019, p. 4). Many other photos displayed that the community members felt the
closures were about racism and greed. This is the reason the researchers drew their analysis
from the lens of racial capitalism.
Ongoing Political and Racial Issues.
“A vacant building negatively impacts one block, but a vacant school negatively impacts
an entire community” (Hammitt, 2015). Research focused on the quality of schools has often
been used for political reasons (Henig, 2008). After “A Nation at Risk” was published, the
quality of the nation’s public schools was questioned. The concept of charter schools caught on;
they were to be the great saviors of the educational system. The first law permitting the
establishment of charters was passed in 1991 (Minnesota Legislative Library, 2018). Shortly
thereafter, the first charter school in the United States opened in Minnesota in 1992. By 2016
there were an estimated 6855 charter schools in the U.S. In January 2018, laws were passed in 44
states allowing the creation of charter schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2017; Education
Commission of the States, 2018).
Since the 1990s public school closures nationwide have doubled. Data from the National
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) show that throughout the 1990s, school closures across
the country were fewer than 1,000 per year (Sunderman et al., 2017). Accountability policies
such as NCLB and the more recently enacted Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) have put
pressure on schools to score high on standardized tests. The federal and state reforms look at
these scores to see if a school is achieving Average Yearly Progress (AYP), if they are not, the
school becomes open to “turn around” reform which can close a school, change it to a charter, or
fire everyone and bring in new staff (Sundeman et al., 2017). “Following the passage of NCLB
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the number of school closures increased dramatically, with an average of 1,500-2,000 closures
annually since the early 2000s” (Sunderman et al., 2017, p. 6). According to the NCES data,
about 2% of U.S. schools are closed each year, affecting more than 200,000 students annually
(Sunderman et al., 2017).
The implementation NCLB ran parallel to the problems in the district and has “proven to
be a boon to the charter industry” (Conner & Monahan, 2015, p. 809). The SRC handed many of
the public schools in the SDP over to charters between 2012-2013. This was only one part of the
larger systemic political and racial problems in the district. Research has found that Philadelphia
policymakers “intentionally selected the most struggling schools for closure, relocating among
the most disadvantaged students to new schools” (Steinberg and MacDonald, 2019, p. 40). The
ongoing political and racial issues in the district are part of the outcome of the ideological
changes brought about by neoliberalism.
Neoliberalism
NCLB worked hand in hand with neoliberal theories. Schools designated as Title 1(those
with a large percentage of low socioeconomic children) were put under the microscope. NCLB
had four main elements: (1) stronger accountability for results, (2) expanded local control, (3)
expanded choice for parents, and (4) an emphasis on testing data based on scientific research
(Klaf & Kwan, 2010; U.S. Department of Education, 2007). This reform was to bring about
educational change by imposing government established norms through testing and statistics.
Schools that were thought to be “failing” could be taken over by non-profit and for-profit
organizations. An unprecedented number of schools were shuttered due to this neoliberal
restructuring and changed over to privately managed charter and for-profit organizational
systems. Within the new structure, the curriculum is then narrowed to focus on test skill
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performance and the educational system is run like a business. This is a very lucrative business
as the corporate sector in the United States has positioned education as a nearly $600 billion
dollar industry (Saltman, 2014).
Philanthropists such as Gates, Walton, and Broad along with national, state, and local
charter promotion organizations such as the New School Venture Fund, Charter School Growth
Fund, the World Trade Organization, International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank treat
public education as a consumable service “imposing corporate trade rules on nation-states such
as forcing them to allow for-profit foreign firms to compete in public “markets” with cheap
imported teacher labor” (Saltman, 2014, p. 250). The cost of this ideology being implemented
into the scholastic state apparatus is growth and tax-cuts for corporations while defunding public
education, attacking teacher pay and teacher unions, and expanding privatization costs onto
individual working-class people and the public-school systems, causing a crisis in the economy
and communities of those most struggling financially (Apple, 2017; Saltman, 2017).
Saltman (2017) stated:
Within the neoliberal view of education, declarations of “failure” have more than one
function. As a rhetorical strategy, they make it seem as though the fault for low test scores has to
do with the low merits of students and the underperformance of teachers rather than excessive
standardization, financial pressures on school systems, overstrained parents, economic
disadvantages, racial discrimination, or the over-bureaucratization of knowledge and unequal
distribution of cultural capital (p. 255).
There is a dual system in the educational sector: schools in the more affluent
White neighborhoods prepare children for the top of economy jobs, such as doctors,
managers, and other professional fields. Schools in the predominately nonwhite,
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underfunded communities prepare children for the ‘bad’ jobs at the bottom of the economy, if
preparing them at all (Saltman, 2017). Privatization targets these underfunded schools, which
benefits the higher socioeconomic class. This targeting is called “poverty pimping.” Money is
made by draining the tax revenue and exploiting the lower-class workforce. This neoliberal
school reform ideology “displaces the violence of the capitalist economy onto the weakest and
most vulnerable citizens: children” (Saltman, 2017, p. 258). Neoliberalism seems unmovable by
empirical evidence as it has been shown in many studies that privatization of public schools does
more harm than good (Apple, 2017; Benveniste et al. 2013; Brathwaite, 2017; Carnoy, 2000;
Carnoy 2017; Carnoy et al. 2005; Conner & Monahan, 2016; Fitch & Hulgin, 2018; Franknburg
& Siegel, 2009; Gillborn, 2005; Henig, 2008; Hursh & Martina, 2003; Lipman, 2013; Maranto,
2005; Monbiot, 2016; Peterson, 2007; Rapp & Eckes, 2007; Ravitch, 2010; Renzulli, 2005;
Yosso, 2005).
Summary
Throughout the history of the SDP there have been matters of inequity running parallel:
neoliberal ideology, political unrest, and insufficient funding. The closing of approximately onetenth of the district’s public schools and the reconfiguring of many other schools led to spatial
displacement of students, teachers, administrators, staff, families, and community members. Not
only were people displaced from the schools that closed, but the receiving buildings also suffered
negative effects. This study will add to the existing literature in the following three ways. First, I
provide an insider account from the perspective of self as a teacher in a receiving building in the
SDP. Second, stakeholders in the district (a student, teachers, and an administrator) are heard in
reference to their lived experience in the late stages and aftermath in a receiving building. Third,
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the themes found were viewed through the theoretical framework and have found that the
participants were interpellated by neoliberal ideologies.
Theoretical Framework
To theoretically frame this study, I drew upon the theories of interpellation, CRT, and the
theory of spatiality. The aim of this study is focused on the need for social justice in public
school districts and to hear the lived experience of individuals that are most effected by school
closings.
Theory of Interpellation
The theory of interpellation stemmed from the French philosopher, Louis Althusser. His
two theses were: 1) Ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real
conditions of existence, and 2) Ideology has a material existence (Althusser, 2006). Generally
speaking, a system of ideology exists within any structure. He stated, “there is no practice except
by and in an ideology and there is no ideology except by the subjects and for the subjects,”
which formulated his central thesis: ideology interpellates individuals as subjects (Althusser,
2006, p. 697). As children we learn the rules of proper behavior within our society. In school
learning these rules is in preparation for the work force, and we are therefore subjected to
“submission to the ruling ideology for the workers” (Althusser, 2010, p. 207). Althusser’s
concept provides a useful model for understanding why people are called, hailed, or attracted to
certain things in certain ways. Davis (2012) describes Butler’s interpretation of interpellation as
an impossible situation when we try to make sense of the individual. The impossible situation is
that “individual is thus not a term we can really make sense of as individuals acquire their
intelligibility by becoming subjects” (Davis, 2012, p. 883). Thus, the personal, or individual, and
the social are interdependent, as will be discussed in the next section. This aim of this study is to
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investigate how the scholastic state apparatus, by closing schools, interpellated its subjects
(individuals).
Personal and Social are Interdependent
The word ‘personal’ can be defined as: relating or belonging to a singular person;
individuality; private or relating to one’s private life; relating to your body or appearance; of or
concerning one’s private life; relationships; and emotions (Cambridge Dictionary). Therefore,
even though we may believe the word “personal” or the word “individual” are in reference solely
to the self, that in itself is a lie unto ourselves. Although our private life is kept private from
others, the self is dependent on the other; personal and social are interdependent. When we are
embarrassed or shamed, it is due to being in the presence of others. Emotions we feel and
conceal are in reference to the other.
Backer (2019) explained interpellation as getting “with the program of daily life” (p. 3).
For instance, when we are subjected by another to embarrassment due to a behavior, we are then
interpellated, we change—we learn what is and is not acceptable in our society. “Any mention of
individuals presents this impossible situation, where we must implicitly presume, in advance, the
subjects they will become” (Davis, 2012, p. 883). Interpellations happen because although we
may consider ourselves as individuals, we are in reality subjects of the structures of our society.
Just as one cannot be an individual without relation to others, “whatever is personal is also
social,” therefore whatever is personal is political (Law, 2000, p. 26). All structures of society, in
particular for this study, the scholastic state apparatus, subject their subjects to being
interpellated.
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Interpellations Within the Scholastic State Apparatus
State apparatus was a term developed by Althusser. It denotes institutions such as the
church, educational system, family, law, and media. The scholastic state apparatus refers to the
educational system. The scholastic state apparatus in Philadelphia underwent a massive
restructuring when 30 schools closed in less than two years. This restructuring caused personal
repercussions. Because the personal can only be understood as within and interdependent on
society, the consequences of mass school closures interpellated students, teachers, and
administrators to get with the new program, namely, neoliberal ideologies. The interpellations
were studied both within the self-narrative of autoethnography, and also through interviewing
and hearing the lived experiences of the participants.
Theory of Spatiality
The historical background of the theory of spatiality is based in the discipline of
geography. In the 1970s the theory of spatial science was challenged by Marxist geographers.
The argument was founded upon how we should think of the relationship between space and
society. The Marxist theorists claimed that spatial relations were just social relations in a
particular geographic space. The counterargument was that spatial relations and spatial processes
could not be fully understood without a comprehension of the economic and political processes.
Leading sociologists and philosophers in this field are Foucault and Henri Lefebvre
(Massey, 1992). Foucault wrote, “we are at a moment when our experience of the world is less
than that of a long life developing through time than that of a network that connects points and
intersects with its own skein” (Foucault, 1986, p. 22). Space is established not only through
place, but also through social relations. In the 1980s, the theory that the social is spatially
constructed was added to the theory of the 1970s, that space is socially constructed (Massey,
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1992). The importance of looking at schools, districts, changeovers, and closures through this
lens is apparent in the writings of Good, Buras, and Dixon. (See: Buras, 2011; Dixon, 2015; and
Good, 2017).
Massey (1992) stated three requirements for advancing an alternate view of spatiality: 1)
We need to get away from the view of society as a 3-D slice moving through time, 2) we need to
conceptualize space as composed of interrelations, and 3) the spatial has both an element of order
and an element of chaos (pp. 89-90). “The dynamic tension between the social and material,
spatiality (or space-time) then becomes an important theoretical tool for explaining relations and
patterns of power and agency” (McGregor, 2004, p. 351). According to McGregor (2004), the
second and third requirements are most important in investigating the implications of school
closures.
Losing Space Due to School Closures
Within the historical background of the theory of spatiality, “The previously hegemonic
positivist ‘spatial science’ was increasingly challenged by a new generation of Marxist
geographers. The argument turned intellectually on how the “relationship between space and
society should be conceptualized” (Massey, 1992, pp. 69-70). Because space is established not
only through place, but also through social relations, the importance of looking at the mass
school closures through this lens is imperative. The theory of spatiality has been increasingly
conceptualized and utilized in qualitative research on school closures.
Buras (2011) conducted a study in New Orleans after Katrina researching the postKatrina educational reform. This study is mentioned because it is similar to what happened in
Philadelphia in 2012-2013 in relation to the affect that charters had on the district. Investigating
through the lens of critical race theory and political economy and space, the researcher argued
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“charter schools are less about responding to the needs of racially oppressed communities and
more about the Reconstruction of a newly governed South—one in which white entrepreneurs
(and black allies) capitalize on black schools and neighborhoods by obtaining public monies to
build and manage charter schools” (Buras, 2011, p. 297). Buras outlined spatial framework into
three categories:
Absolute space: fixed, bound, timeless
Relative: relationships between objects and people depends on what, why, and who is
being observed
Relational: (space-time) represents the past, present, and future as a converging
continuity
Through these lenses she studied what happened in New Orleans and came to the
conclusion that “the notion that charter schools and school choice are a panacea for race and
class inequities and offer principles of educational reform rooted in a more democratic and
critically conscious tradition of reconstruction” (Buras, 2011, p. 298). Although the focus of this
study was not charter schools, it is important to note that they did produce the same outcome in
Philadelphia and the qualitative data found this to be a major theme among the participants.
Every parent, teacher, and administrator know that the school structure is a social place.
When thirty schools closed in the SDP between 2012 and 2013, the changes effected an untold
number of students, teachers, administrators, families, and community members. Displacement
was immanent throughout the city and localized amongst the poorest neighborhoods. Good’s
qualitative study (2017) investigated the closure decisions in the district that produced historic
place-based inequalities. Through interviews he found that community members were tethered to
the schools that they called home. These schools were on the discussion table for closure due to
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quantitative data: testing scores, financial use of the building, and operational costs (Good,
2017). The author’s argument of politics and production of place is as follows: “place is ongoing,
emergent, and political, outlining a framework that involves three dimensions of place
production: a bounding dimension, a historicizing dimension, and a politicizing dimension”
(Good, 2017. p. 863). Political unrest and neoliberal ideologies produced racialized loss of space
in Philadelphia.
Quantitative analysis showed that there were significantly higher numbers of reported
violence in the receiving schools in Philadelphia the year of the closure announcement and the
following year. Therefore, Superintendent Hite’s statement of “creating safer, stronger schools
through a process of consolidation, turn-around, and closures was not achieved” (Conner &
Monahan, 2016, p. 828). Whatever spatial order existed in the district beforehand, became chaos
during and after the closures. As previously stated, Massey (1992) claimed that “spatial has both
an element of order and an element of chaos” (p. 81). This is clearly apparent in regard to the
school closures in the SDP.
The projected savings, which was part of the said decision for school closures, was
fundamentally flawed. The cost of closing over thirty schools in the district had an expenditure
of $2,100,000 (Connor & Monahan, 2016). Making matters even worse was the shuttered
buildings that did not sell and were not maintained became a haven for substance abusers, crime,
vandalism, and dilapidation. This became a constant reminder to the community members of the
abandonment from the city and the district. Students, families, community members, and school
staff are bound to their space; schools are much more than just a place. When this space gets
ripped out from under you, the outer changes are bound to cause inner changes, namely,
interpellations of being. Gildersleeve & Kuntz (2011) stated, “There is “a need for critical
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research in education to include more space-based levels of inquiry, rather than place-based” (p.
21). The research in this study is a place and space-based inquiry.
Critical Race Theory
Ladson-Billings (2006) quoted Toni Morrison in reference to the term race: “Race has
become metaphorical—a way of referring to and disguising forces, events, classes, and
expressions of social decay and economic division far more threatening to the body politic than
biological ‘race’ ever was” (p. 49). As far back as 1916, DuBois presented race as the central
construct for understanding inequality (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Yet, CRT was not truly born
until after the critical legal scholarship (CLS) that was generated by the civil rights movement
(Dixon & Rousseau, 2018; Garcia et al., 2018; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Lopez, 2003; Yosso,
2005). Although CRT inherited much from the principles of CLS, it is a move away from it.
CRT combined and added critical thinking to civil rights thinking.
Capitalism and neoliberalism are massive constructs of the United States legal and
economic system; this cannot be ignored when looking at the history of CRT. Bourdieu argued
that the knowledges of the upper and middle classes are considered capital valuable to a
hierarchical society (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Yosso, 2005). Bourdieu exposed the White,
middle class as the “norm” against which all other forms of culture and society are judged. CRT
shifted and expanded this notion, centering the lens of CRT on the lived experiences of
marginalized groups within a critical historical context (Yosso, 2005). CRT began its
development in the 1970s because minority scholars felt they were being disregarded (LadsonBillings & Tate, 2005).
Critical race theorists left the movement of critical legal studies in 1989. That year
marked the first official CRT conference devoted exclusively to the issues of race (Roithmayr,
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1999). “CRT draws from and extends a broad literature base of critical theory in law, sociology,
history, ethnic studies and women’s studies” (Yosso, 2005, p. 71). The largest motive for the
movement away from CLS was that they did not listen to the stories of the marginalized.
The publication of The Bell Curve, by Hernstien & Murry became available to the public in
September 1994. The material in this book caused a war in the scholastic and media sectors. The
Bell Curve found that Blacks scored differently than Whites on I.Q. tests, with Blacks scoring
15% lower, and stated it was “owing to inborn cognitive limits expressed as low I.Q. scores”
(Bell, 1995, p. 894). Looking at The Bell Curve War led Bell (1995) to question and describe
what CRT is and ought to be. He defined CRT as:
Critical race writing and lecturing is characterized by frequent use of the first
person, storytelling, narrative, allegory, interdisciplinary treatment of law, and the
unapologetic use of creativity. The work is often disruptive because its commitment to
anti-racism goes well beyond civil rights, integration, affirmative action, and other liberal
measures…. CRT is the heir to both CLS and traditional civil rights scholarship. CRT
inherits from CLS a commitment to being "critical," which in this sense means also to be
"radical" [while] . . . [a]t the same time, CRT inherits from traditional civil rights
scholarship a commitment to a vision of liberation from racism through right reason.
Despite the difficulty of separating legal reasoning and institutions from their racist roots,
CRT's ultimate vision is redemptive, not deconstructive. (Bell, 1995, p. 899)
The lens of CRT for this study is crucial as it aims to use first person, storytelling,
narrative, and the unapologetic use of creativity. Dixon & Rousseau (2018) drew upon the work
of Cheryl Harris (1993) in describing the intersection of race and property rights which led
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toward viewing education through the lens of CRT. Lopez (2003) described four major
components to the perspective of CRT in education:
Government emphasizes the role of schools as state agencies, and the role of the
federal government in influencing educational policy through fiscal, legal, and political
means. The study of power surrounds issues of control, decision making, and influence,
as well as how power shapes social relationships, policy identification, and policy
outcomes. The study of conflict plays a central role in the field; it is important because it
highlights the various tensions involved when values, morals, and beliefs of different
constituencies are at odds. The study of educational policy includes formal/juridical
mandates, such as federal laws and state regulations, as well as informal practices and
customs, such as unspoken or hidden organizational rules and operations (Lopez, 2003,
pp. 73-74).
Utilizing the theory of spatiality and CRT are eminent for awareness and comprehension
of the intersection of race and property allowing us to see how disruption and dismantling of
public schools is racially discriminatory.
Social Contexts of School Closures in Philadelphia
The SDP was taken over by the State of Pennsylvania in 2002, and the School Reform
Commission (SRC) was implemented to put the fiscal house back in order (Good, 2017).
Ladson-Billings & Tate (2006) discussed CRT and school inequities as based upon three
proponents:
•

Race continues to be a significant factor in determining inequity in the United States.

•

U.S. society is based on property rights.
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•

The intersection of race and property creates an analytic tool through which we can
understand social (and, consequently, school) inequity (p. 48).

The mass school closures most effected African American communities (See: Appendix B),
which “represented one piece of a larger systematic disinvestment in and marginalization of
African American neighborhoods in Philadelphia” (Good, 2017, p. 867).
Milner (2007) defined three critical components of CRT in reference to education: 1) The
ingrained nature of race and racism in society, education, and educational research; 2) the
importance of narrative, counter-narrative and the naming of one’s own reality in education; and
3) the centrality of interest convergence in education. “Interest convergence is defined as, an
analytical construct that considers the motivating factors . . . to eradicate racial discrimination or
provide remedies for racial injustice” (Milner, 2007, p. 391). Hearing the narratives of
marginalized peoples is part of the remedy for bringing about social justice. In this study, the
voices of the people in a community that was impacted by school closures are heard.
Storytelling and Counter-storytelling.
CRT offers a commitment to social justice by listening to the narratives of the
marginalized, often silenced, individuals. It is both methodological for recognizing the
experiential knowledge of marginalized groups and also theoretical in that its framework
challenges the ways race and racism impact educational structures (Dixon & Rousseau
Anderson, 2018; Yosso, 2005). For the purposes of this study, the terms storytelling and
counterstorytelling are synonymous with narrative and counternarrative. One of the reasons for
counternarratives in CRT is to counter the stories of the dominant group (Dixon & Rousseau
Anderson, 2018). Much of the scholarship on CRT since the 1990s has focused on the
counterstories of the experiences of marginalized groups (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). The
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purpose for the semi-structured interviews of the participants is to give voice to the voiceless and
hear their counternarratives in reference to the mass school closures.
Summary
The theory of interpellation analyzes the subject and the subjected and the
interdependence of the individual and society. Societal structures such as the scholastic state
apparatus are more than a physical place. People are tethered to their schools. When these spaces
are torn from a community, we must question the underlying implications. The theoretical lenses
of interpellation, spatiality, and CRT blend and are mutually supportive of one another in this
study as it was used to code the qualitative data of the lived experiences of the late stages of the
closures and what was experienced in the aftermath. Ladson-Billings & Tate (2006) stated that
critical race theorists argue that political and cultural analysis is situational. If CRT is situational,
it is therefore spatial. If it is spatial, individuals are interdependent on a larger social structure as
subjects of that structure and are subject to being interpellated throughout their lived experience
within that structure.
Conclusion
This chapter has given an overview of the history of the SDP to provide in a succinct
manner a more comprehensive understanding of how the district incurred a period of mass
school closures that stunned the country. The overview of the literature contains many facts yet
leaves many questions unanswered. Further investigation into neoliberal ideology and politics
throughout the history of the district would aid in gaining an even deeper understanding of the
challenges the district underwent that led to the decision to close one tenth of their neighborhood
schools and to reconfigure many more.
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This dissertation aims to fill a gap in the literature by providing a narrative written by the
primary investigator who was also a teacher in the district in a receiving school in 2013. This
study is not a generalization of the impacts of all peoples in the district, it is a study of how a
community was impacted by the closures and aimed to give voice to those peoples. The
narratives of self and others are viewed through the lenses of CRT, spatiality, and interpellation.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
While thinking on this research study, I pondered on different methodologies that would
best express the lived experience of those individuals, including myself, who were affected by
the mass school closures in the School District of Philadelphia (SDP) from 2012-2013. A
qualitative methodology that utilizes an ethnographic research design while also incorporating
autoethnography best depicts the narratives of those within the specific geographic area of this
study, while also allowing for my personal narrative. This chapter will present the methodology
by first providing a brief history of anthropology, the social science which employs the
ethnographic methodology. Ethnography and autoethnography are then outlined. This is
followed by a description of the participants in the study and how data was analyzed. Ethical
conflicts in the use of this methodology are presented at the end of the chapter.
The research question that guided this study is:
What was it like spatially, racially, and ideologically to be a teacher, student, or administrator
in the late stages and aftermath of the mass school closures in the School District of
Philadelphia?
Anthropology
Anthropology became known as a social science in the beginning of the twentieth
century. The discipline as we know it today grew from the work of four major people: Franz
Boas, German born; Bronislaw Malinowski, Austria-Hungarian born; both of whom emigrated to
the USA, Alfred Reginald Radcliff Brown, born in the UK; and, Marcel Mauss, born in France
(Eriksen, 2013). Though the four founding fathers came from different backgrounds, they all
considered themselves anthropologists. There was no common program until after world war
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two. They all had a similar outlook, that anthropology was holistic and must become a true
science, “where theories were set forth on the background of well-documented data” (Eriksen,
2013, p. 54). At this time, “a professional identity had been established, linked with academic
institutions that disseminated anthropological knowledge, conducted anthropological research
and were acquainted with each other’s work” (Eriksen, 2013, p. 48). Thus, anthropology was
born in academics.
Hart et al. (2019) defined anthropology as, “if a particular topic is taught as part of an
anthropology course by an anthropologist within an anthropology department, it is generally
perceived as anthropology” (p. 17). This is to mean that anthropology is an interdisciplinary
subject within itself. It includes linguistics, social science, historical studies, and
autobiographical narratives. Its aim is “not to uncover universals or laws, but rather to explicate
context” (Hart et al. 2019, p. 50; Geertz, 1983). According to Geertz (1983), anthropology seeks
to interpret the meanings of everyday life that bind people together in groups.
The ethnographic methodology uses “thick description” to depict the particulars of
peoples within their cultural contexts. Malinowski stated that his vision of anthropology was “to
grasp the native’s point of view…to realize his vision of his world” (Hart et al. 2019, p. 4). This
study grasps the visions and point of views of the natives in the SDP on the topic of the mass
school closures with thick, evocative description. Geertz (1973) wrote, “it’s not against a body of
uninterpreted data, radically thinned descriptions, that we must measure the cogency of our
explications, but against the power of the scientific imagination to bring us in touch with the
lives of strangers.” (Hart et al. 2019, p. 83 Geertz, 1973). The hope of this dissertation is to bring
others in touch with strangers and through them experience the impact of closing public schools.
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Ethnography
Anthropological research is used in the quest to understand humanity. In examining my
personal experience and the experiences of others in the district, I aimed to “disentangle the laws
and regularities of all cultural phenomena from the irrelevances” (Malinowsky, 2020, p. 11). I
am both my own “chronicler and the historian at the same time” being that I was a teacher in
Philadelphia from 2007-2014 (Malinowski, 2020, p. 4). Malinowski (2020) stated that
ethnography is “not embodied in fixed, material documents, but in the behaviour and in the
memory of living men” (p. 4). The memories of participants are depicted in this study.
In Evans-Pritchard’s (1937) study of witchcraft, oracles, and magic among the Azande,
he spoke with many of the villagers to come to an understanding of their beliefs. He stated that
the difficulty of discussing witchcraft with the Azande was “their ideas are imprisoned in action
and cannot be cited to explain and justify action” (Evans-Pritchard, 1937, p. 32). The job of the
ethnographer is to find meaning that lies beneath the surface. Throughout the interviewing
process I dug deeper to understand my participants’ feelings and emotions when they spoke of
their experience.
Ethnography examines a group of people where they live and work. The three
methodological tools in anthropology are: participant observation, contextual understanding, and
comparison (Hart et al., 2019). It is a “qualitative procedure for describing, analyzing, and
interpreting a cultural groups’ shared patterns of behavior, beliefs, and language that develop
over time” (Creswell, 2019, p. 21). To interpret a cultural groups’ shared beliefs, the research
must embed themselves in their culture. The job of the ethnographer is to elicit and illustrate the
beliefs of the people in the study.
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Clifford & Marcus (1986) stated, “ethnography is an emergent interdisciplinary
phenomenon” (p. 3). Ethnography has been ever changing. It includes historical ethnography,
semiotic of cultures, analysis of the everyday life, and sometimes fuses literary theory with
ethnography (Clifford & Marcus, 1986). One thing that stays consistent is the examining of the
past and the present “out of a commitment to future possibilities” (Clifford & Marcus, 1986, p.
3). This study investigated the memories of individuals impacted by closures and how their lives
have been affected by the decisions of the SRC and SDP to close 30 schools and reconfigure
numerous others. In using the ethnographic design combined with evocative and analytic
autoethnography, I hope this study will evoke feeling in the reader and lead to political and
social change in the future of the SDP.
Autoethnography
Autoethnography is a subset of ethnography that is both a collaborative and reflexive
venture in which “the life experiences of the anthropologist and their relationships with others ‘in
the field’ should be interrogated and explored” (Reed-Danahay, 2017, p. 146). Ellis (2016) stated
that autoethnographers are first and foremost ethnographers. Thus, autoethnography is
ethnographical in its methodological focus. It incorporates field notes of both the self and others.
It researches society to find answers to phenomena to add to the literature on specific cultures,
spaces, and places. It offers intimate insight to cultural experiences through the lived experience,
in the same manner as ethnography, yet taking it a step beyond as it “presents a person’s
experience in the context of relationships, social categories, and cultural practices (or violation of
these relationships, categories and practices)” (Jones et al., 2016, p. 34). Sharing insider
knowledge about a phenomena is a distinct part of this methodology.
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The year 1992 brought forth two major works, Bourdieu & Wacquant’s book, An
Invitation to Reflexive Sociology and Callaway’s book, Anthropology and Autobiography (ReedDanahay, 2009). Although Bourdieu did not use the term autoethnography, he did endorse a
reflexive approach to writing ethnography. By the late 1990s, Reed-Danahay contributed to the
field by characterizing autoethnography as a genre of writing “that places the author’s lived
experience within a social and cultural context” (Reed-Danahay, 2009, p. 30). This resulted in
the awareness of self-analysis and of taking a methodological approach to examine one’s own
position. “Auto-ethnography is a research method that is applied by academics in their writing to
demonstrate that their autobiographical personal experiences in their research can be analysed
and interpreted so as to unpeel and unpack their cultural assumptions” (Chang, 2008, p. 9). My
autoethnographic account of having lived through the school closures as a teacher in a receiving
school has been analyzed and interpreted alongside the ethnographic interviews.
Reed-Danahay (2009) stated, “Anthropologists have been writing reflexively and using
autobiography in their work for a long time, but that trend has intensified since the 1990s” (p.
29). For example, Di Giovine (2010) ethnographically examines the Italian-American tradition
of the Seven Fishes feast on Christmas Eve. Di Giovine is a second generation Italian-American,
therefore in this research study he is both the researcher and the researched. The article is written
in first person and as he himself is part of the research study it is autoethnographic. The lines
between ethnography and autoethnography are often muddled, containing aspects and reflection
of both the self and others within the culture.
This methodology offers a closer connection between our research texts and the lives
they represent (Bochner, 2012). Ellis & Bochner (1996) and Denzin & Lincoln (1994) are
credited for bringing autoethnographic scholarship to educational research as a credible and
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empirical research methodology (Hughes et al., 2012). The objective of autoethnography is to
make academic research readable to the public. Bochner (2012) stated that if our research is to
mean something, our writing should attract and arouse our readers, inviting them into
“conversation with the incidents, feelings, contingencies, contradictions, memories and desires
that our research projects depict” (p. 158). Jones (2008) wrote the goal of autoethnography is to
produce “analytical, assessable texts that change us and the world we live in for the better” (p.
764). It is a method of interpreting research “as a political, socially-just and socially-conscious
act in which a researcher uses tenets of autobiography and ethnography to do and write
autoethnography rendering the method both one of process and product” (Ellis et al., 2010;
Hughes et al., 2012, p. 209). To develop a deeper understanding of the implications of mass
school closures on the students, teachers, and administrators within the SDP, my personal
experience and narrative as a teacher in a receiving school during and after the mass school
closures of 2012-2013 has been interwoven with the narratives of the participants in hopes to
move toward meaning that is “sweeping, durable, turbulent, and consequential” (Geertz, 1995,
p.115).
Leaning on Bocher’s views, this study used both ethnographic interviews of participants
from the particular demographic region along with analytic and evocative autoethnographic
writing. Reed-Danahay (2017) said critical ethnography “seeks to understand the social
conditions that produce both autoethnography and ethnography” (p. 147). Interpreting my own
autobiographical narrative as an insider within the political and social unrest of a particular time
period within the district used the personal experience “to illustrate facets of cultural experience”
(Ellis et al., 2010, p. 3). As seen in the history of the SDP in Chapter Two, the district was
embedded in political unrest as early as the 1800s. Employing this methodology is a socially-just
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and socially-conscious act that includes both my own narrative and the narratives of others that
were insiders in the district at the time of mass school closures. The themes found in the
qualitative data show turbulence and consequential matters, one of which is the racially,
spatialized dismantling of the hub of the community in which participants were interpellated as
neoliberal subjects.
Analytic Autoethnography
Critical autoethnography took the theory of reflexivity stemming from Bourdieu and
expanded to it to encompass three major aspects of critical theory: “to understand the lived
experiences of real people in context, to examine social conditions and uncover oppressive
power arrangements, and to fuse theory and action to challenge processes of domination” (ReedDanahay, 2017, pp. 144-145). It is viewed as a genre of qualitative research that takes into
account personal experience and becomes a cultural critique which contributes to our knowledge
of power and social equity (Reed-Danahay, 2017). Anderson (2006) stated, “the concern of
analytic autoethnography should be to develop theoretical understandings of social phenomena”
(Anderson, 2006; Winkler, 2015, p. 206). It is a “form of critical self-study in which the
researcher takes an active, scientific, and systematic view of personal experience in relation to
cultural groups identified by the researcher as similar to the self (i.e., us) or as others who differ
from the self (i.e., them)” (Hughes et al., 2012, p. 209). This method is used in reference to
research in which the researcher is a full member of the research group and is committed to
developing deeper theoretical understandings of broader social phenomena (Anderson, 2006). To
gain a deeper understanding of this social phenomena, this study combines a systemic view of
my personal experience along with other individuals’ experience during and in the aftermath of
the mass school closures.
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The five key features of analytic autoenthography per Anderson (2006) are: “(1)
complete member researcher (CMR) status, (2) analytic reflexivity, (3) narrative visibility of the
researcher’s self, (4) dialogue with informants beyond the self, and (5) commitment to
theoretical analysis” (p. 378). Narrative visibility is clear, as the participants were aware that I
was a teacher in the district (complete member researcher). Dialogue with informants other than
the self took place in the form of ethnographic interviews.
Evocative Autoethnography
Anderson (2006) stated that evocative autoethnography is a subgenre of analytic
autoethnography and aimed to give an alternative to the evocative by enlisting a more analytic
approach. Ellis (1999) expands upon the opposite—the evocative power of autoethnography.
Freeman (2015) stated, “Autoethnography is at once ethnographical and autobiographical,”
meaning that memory, memoir and autobiographical accounts are all a part of autoethnography
(p. 85). Writing of the self is analyzed in relation to culture in autoethnographical works. The
distinction between autoethnography and autobiography is made by researching the cultural
connections between the self and others in the culture being studied. The purpose of
autoethnography is to shed light on one’s involved participation in a culture or society, and not
use that society to write about oneself (Freeman, 2015).
As previously stated, one of the purposes of autoethnography is to create a work that is
accessible to all (Jones et al., 2016). Autoethnographers value the evocative experience of the
story: the emotions it evokes, how other responded to it, how it is used, and how it is understood
(Ellis et al., 2011; Hughes et al., 2012; Jones et al., 2016; Maguire, 2006). Stories revolve around
trouble, presenting feelings and decisions that need to be clarified and understood. This is what
renders autoethnography as inquiry; something is being inquired into, interpreted, made sense of,
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and judged. Facts are important to an autoethnographic storyteller; they can and should be
verified. But it is not the transmission of facts that gives the autoethnographic story its
significance and evocative power. Facts don’t tell you what they mean or how they feel.
(Bochner, 2012, p. 161).
Autoethnography grew out of the lack of emotions and the lived experience of
phenomena in research (Jones et al., 2016). Our lives are but a compilation of stories that we
recall through memory. Autoethnography uses the tool of memory to create stories which evoke
emotion in the reader. The goal of autoethnography is not so much to present the facts; it is more
important to convey the meanings that are attached to the lived experience. Ellis (1999) claimed
that autoethnography is written “in a way to evoke readers to feel and think about your life and
the lives in relation to yours. You’d want them to experience the experiences you’re writing
about” (p. 674). It presents life as it flows, giving the effect of reality that draws the reader into
the researcher’s world. Analytical and evocative autoethnographic research gives the gift of
being readable and relatable to a diverse population of readers.
Autoethnographic Objectives Evaluated
This study aligns with the objectives set forth by Hughes et al. (2102) to analyze
autoethnography as research: formulating social scientific problems; facilitating critical, careful,
and thoughtful discussion of methodological choices and claims; offering multiple levels of
critique; naming privilege; credible analysis and interpretation of evidence from narratives and
connecting them to researcher-self via triangulation; member-checks; and related ethical issues.
Social Scientific Problems
I examined the social issues within the SDP before, during, and after mass school
closures. Throughout the history of the district, there was a constant struggle for the for sufficient
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funding. The insufficient funding from the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania stemmed from
political disputes between Democratic and Republican leaders, which was based in neoliberal
ideology, culminating in state takeover in 2001. The takeover, led by the Republican party,
implemented charter schools which then was a major cause of even further financial devastation
of the district, leading to 6 public school closures in 2012, numerous school reconfigurations,
and 24 public schools closing in 2013 throughout the lowest socio-economic sections of the city.
Methodological Choices and Claims
Methodological choices have been described above. The first participants for this study
were chosen from a specific middle school in Philadelphia that became a receiving school. I also
choose to interview a teacher in the district that was not from this specific region in order to gain
a different perspective. The participants for this study are as follows: the self (the primary
researcher), a set of participants from the specific region of the SDP, and one participant from a
different region of the SDP. The primary researcher is the first sample in this study.
Multiple Levels of Critique and Criteria for Selected Participants
A description of the participants and their classifications are provided below. Criteria for
selection was based on the participants having worked or having attended schools in the SDP.
Participants
This set of participants was chosen through purposeful sampling from a specific region of
Philadelphia:
1) A female middle-aged African American administrator that was in this specific region
during the mass school closings in 2012-2014. She took early retirement after receiving the
lay-off notice.
2) A student in the district at the time of mass school closures. This participant is an African
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American female 23 years of age.
3) There were two other students in the receiving school who agreed to participate, then changed
their mind. One is now a teacher in the district. Fear may have been a factor for this individual in
disclosing what it was like in the receiving building as this individual is now employed by the
district. The other individual claimed she was too busy with work and college and did not have
time. I did not see any underlying factors with the latter potential participant and believe what
she stated as to why she changed her mind.
4) A White middle-aged female English teacher who taught in various schools in the SDP.
She left the district when the mass school closures took place.
5) A middle-aged White male math teacher who taught in the district during and after the
closures. He was force transferred at the end of the 2012-2013 school year. He is currently still
teaching in the district.
To gain a broader understanding of the implications of mass school closures, this
study also included a participant that was not in the specific region of study yet was a part
of the SDP.
6) A middle-aged African American woman. She left the district when the mass school
closures occurred. She later returned to the educational field and is currently in a different
position at a district other than the SDP.
The participants in this sampling were contacted by phone. They are appropriate
for this study because they are an important segment of the stakeholders that were
affected by mass
school closures.
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Credible analysis and interpretation of data from narratives was connected to researcherself via triangulation, member-checks, and related ethical issues. The following diagram displays
the procedures implemented in this study (Creswell & Clark, 2017, p. 70).
Step 1

Design the Qualitative Strand:
State qualitative research questions and
determine qualitative approach
Collect the Qualitative Data
Obtain permissions
Identify the qualitative sample
Collect open-ended data with protocols

Step 3

Use strategies to merge sets of results:
Identify content areas represented and compare,
contrast, and/or synthesize the results.
Identify differences and similarities within one set of
results based on dimensions within the other set.
Develop procedures to transform one type of result into
the other and conduct further analysis to relate the
transformed data to the other data.

Step 2

Analyze the Qualitative Data:
Analyze the qualitative data using
procedures of theme development and
those specific to the qualitative
approach

Step 4

Interpret the Merged Results:
Summarize and interpret the separate results
Discuss to what extent and in what ways results from
the two types of data converge,
diverge, relate to each other, and/or produce a more
complete understanding.
Plan for further analysis and/or further data collection
to explain divergence.

Interviews
Interviews with the participants followed an ethnographic methodology. They were
conducted in the manner of non-structured or semi-structured interviews. The interviews were to
provide a re-storying or counter-storying as aligns with CRT. Through the re-storying process,
themes emerged which were then coded and categorized for underlying concepts.
Description of the Materials
The materials used for this study are as follows:
1) Memo books for field notes. There are separate memo books for each participant.
Pseudonyms were used to protect anonymity. These memo books contain the
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transcriptions of the interviews and first and second order notes. They were kept in a
lock cabinet.
2) A laptop for virtual interviews. The virtual interviews were conducted via zoom. The
participants had the choice to turn off the video and use audio exclusively.
Data Analysis
In Vivo coding was utilized for the first cycle of coding. Themes changed as they
developed and as the data was collected. Second cycle coding then took place to look for
relationships, causes and explanations, and theoretical constructs. The coding process analyzed
the “three affective methods that tap into the more subjective experiences we encounter with our
participants: (1) Emotion, (2) Values, and (3) Evaluation coding” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 74-75).
The steps were as follows:
•

Initial coding. (In Vivo coding)

•

Revisiting initial coding (Emotion, Values, and Causation coding)

•

Developing an initial list of categories

•

Modifying initial list based on additional rereading

•

Revisiting categories and subcategories

•

Moving from categories to concepts (Litchman, 2013, p. 252).

•

Member checking was performed in the form of follow up conversations and sending the
participants the written portion of their interview.

Threats to Validity and Reliability
This study used the transactional approach to check for validity (Litchman, 2013).
Member checking was used both during the interviewing process and also by post interviewing
the participants, which is a central part of checking for validity in qualitative research. After
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Chapter Four was written, I then member checked again with the participants for validity and the
consent to publish.
Ethical Conflicts
Ethnography and autoethnography both examine the self in in society and culture; this
cannot be accomplished without relating to and including others. Because any form of writing is
interpretational, along with that may come consequences for the lives of others (Sikes, P., 2015).
Ethnographers, as all other researchers, must take special care to present the truth and
respectfully depict the people in their stories. According to Christians (2011), the Code of Ethics
for research is comprised of the following guidelines: (1) informed consent, (2) the prohibition of
deception, (3) privacy and confidentiality, and (4) accuracy (Canella & Lincoln, 2011). These are
vital ethics that were addressed through member checking with the participants in this study.
Other ethical considerations that align with writing ethnographical works are the consideration of
others in our stories, and truth and truthfulness.
Truth and Truthfulness
The goal doing qualitative research using the method of ethnography is to “extract
meaning from experience rather than to depict it exactly as it was lived” (Bocher, 2000, p. 270).
When we write using memory as a basis for our truths, there is often a slippage between truth
and truthfulness. When the decision between truth and truthfulness came into play, I had to leave
parts of my story out and focus on other truths that shaped the experience in order to get across
the moral value of my story. Ellis (2007) asks of ethnographers, “how much detail and which
difficulties, traumas, or challenges are necessary to include to successfully articulate the story’s
moral or goal?” (p. 256). Medford (2006) stated, “there is slippage between Truth (or our
experience of reality) and truthfulness because sometimes it seems appropriate—even
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necessary— to abbreviate, edit, or otherwise modify our life stories in our writing” (p.
853). A question that ethnographers must ask themselves when writing of others is if they
would want the person that they wrote about to read what is written about them.
Questions such as this rely upon relational ethics.
Relational Ethics: Consideration of Others
Everything we write is in relation to the other. These "relational ethics" are heightened
for autoethnographers (Ellis, 2007). This ethical concern was kept at the forefront of my mind.
This includes the prohibition of deception. “On many occasions, this obligates autoethnographers
to show their work to others implicated in or by their texts, allowing these others to respond,
and/or acknowledging how these others feel about what is being written about them and allowing
them to talk back to how they have been represented in the text” (Ellis et al., 2011, p. 281).
Relational ethics also includes the consideration of privacy and confidentiality risks. Although
this study uses pseudonyms, readers may still be able to figure the identity of the individuals in
the story. Autoethnographers and ethnographers must navigate between relational ethics and how
protective devices may influence the integrity of their story (Ellis et al., 2011). Relational ethics
requires ethnographers to act from our hearts and minds, to acknowledge our interpersonal
relations with the other, and initiate and maintain conversations about the study (Ellis, 2007).
Relational ethics are integrated within reflexivity.
Reflexivity
Reflexivity is a central aspect to writing ethnographically and autoethnographically. It is
a “continuous process of critical scrutiny and interpretation, not just in relation to the research
methods and the data but also to the researcher, participants, and the research context”
(Guillemin & Gilliam, 2004, p. 275). Reflexivity includes the obligation to show our work to
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others that are included in the text and discuss, listen, and acknowledge how these others feel
about what is being written about them (Ellis et al., 2011). This facet is the “member checking”
of ethnography. Being reflexive is being able to reflect upon my own truths and how they are
presented. Writing the self without the consideration of the other is an act “against the ethical
condition that comes with being human” (Roth, 2009, p. 5). The participants’ consent was
essential before the final product was published. One participant asked me to leave parts of her
narrative out. This particular participant also gave me a clearer understanding of what she meant
in specific areas of her narrative which I had misinterpreted. Aligning with conscientious
reflexivity, these sections were left out of the qualitative data.
Summary
It has been discussed in this chapter that ethnography cannot be written without
the other and that autoethnography is ethnographic, but it is also a story. “The narrative refers to
the action of narrating a happening, which we could call a plot, and that presents characters that
bond in time and space, in the thread sewn by the narrator” (Guerra et al., 2017, p. 1248).
Writing the self without the consideration of the other is an act “against the ethical condition that
comes with being human” (Roth, 2009, p. 5). It can never be neutral due to the positionality of
the researcher and therefore it is interpretational and may have consequences for the lives of
others (Sikes, 2015). To protect the lives of the people who are a part of the story, I attained
consent before finalizing this study. Throughout the writing process I maintained mindfulness
around the concepts of truth and truthfulness (Medford, 2006). I did my utmost to respectfully
depict others. Member checking and process consent checking were practiced at each stage of
writing to be sure that others still wanted to be part of the project (Ellis, 2007). I respected the
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participants’ autonomy and voluntary nature of participation. Last, but not least, this study is
written with the assumption that all people mentioned may one day read it.
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Chapter 4
Introduction
This chapter consists of my story, as I was then a teacher in the School District of
Philadelphia (SDP), as well as the stories of Luther, Chip, and Trish, other teachers in the
district; Diane’s story, an administrator in a receiving building; and Nina’s story, a student in a
receiving building. It discusses, through my self-reflection and the stories of the participants
what was it like spatially, racially, and ideologically to be a teacher, student, or administrator in
the late stages and aftermath of the mass school closures in the School District of Philadelphia.
“Receiving building” is the term for a school building that stayed open and received
students from the buildings that closed. Thirty schools closed in the school year 2012-2013 and
numerous other schools were reconfigured. In the school year 2013-2014, the school where I was
employed became a receiving school for three elementary schools that were reconfigured and for
two middle schools that closed. Using initial coding, revisiting initial coding, and member
checking, there was one main theme that ran throughout the stories of all of the participants in
reference as to the emotions they were feeling and how their lives were affected by the mass
school closures.
Researcher Perspective
My Story
The first time that I noticed differences in educational systems was when my parents
transferred me from a small Catholic elementary school to a public middle school. The middle
school was huge in my young eyes and less personalized. Looking back as an adult, I guess all
elementary schools are more personalized than middle school. Children have one teacher with
whom they spend the entire day in elementary school so of course that teacher gets to know you
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and your family a little better than the plethora of teachers one has in middle school and high
school.
I really did not think too much about the differences in schools again until I had my own
children. The first two came along while I was working on my bachelor’s degree in English. As
many parents do, I began looking into different school districts as my first child was approaching
four years old so that I could make an informed decision as to where she would attend school. I
noticed differences in school scores but was not quite sure what they meant. I had no real
knowledge of educational systems at this time. All I knew was that I would prefer my children
attend a school that rated a 9 or 10. We moved from where we were living, where schools rated
from 2 to 7, and bought a home in a district in which the school ratings were 8 to 10s.
It wasn’t until I was doing my student teaching that I became aware of the vast
differences in the supplies and materials that are available to teachers and students across
counties and districts. I live on the border of a suburban county. I did my student teaching at a
high school that is in a different county and a different school district than where I resided. It was
exactly 1.7 miles from my home. In my home district, the children were given a textbook for
each major subject to leave at home for reference and homework. The school where I did my
student teaching had one class set of textbooks for all of the classes to share. The teacher with
whom I worked bought his own paper for when he needed to make copies for his students. I
wondered how things could be so different from one county to another, from one school district
to another.
My professional teaching experience began in the city of Philadelphia. Here I witnessed
even greater financial disparities than in the two districts in the suburbs. Supplies were sparse. I
didn’t have a smart board nor a whiteboard. The schools in which I worked still had blackboards
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and overhead projectors. I bought my own chalk, paper, and materials for the projector. We did
not have a school library. I went to yard sales, library sales, thrift stores, and bought books online
to build a classroom library for my students. I realized early in my career that teachers spend a
lot of their own money on their students and for their classrooms. This was okay with me. I made
it work with whatever supplies I could purchase, and with the limited supplies that the schools in
which I worked provided.
My educational training and student teaching did not prepare me for what I faced as a
novice teacher in an urban district. I did not learn how to break up fights. I did not learn how to
react when a student cursed me out. My first two years as a teacher was at a charter school that is
now closed. This school was for children that were expelled from the School District of
Philadelphia public schools. Teachers always return back to school a week or so before the
students return in the fall. This time is spent getting your classroom set up and in professional
development. We spent two days of professional development learning how to protect ourselves
and how to deescalate negative student behaviors. I still was blind and had no idea what I was in
for.
I was not familiar with the culture of my students, who were predominately African
American. I had to learn the idioms and lingo that was familiar to my students. Many of my
students in the first two years asked me if my hair was real. A question as seemingly simple as
this was very complex. At the time I was not aware that additions can be added to hair, such as
braids and extensions. Looking back at this I hope I did not offend anyone with my curt answers.
I would answer, “Of course it is real,” with a quizzical look upon my face.
Within a few months, I adjusted to student outbursts in the classroom. One day a female
student became highly agitated with another student and flipped a desk over. She then said, “My
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bad, Ms. Utti. I have issues.” I was taken aback by this behavior. I did not see this in the schools
that I attended growing up. My reply was, “You have issues? What until you get to my age; my
issues have issues!” I then helped her pick up the desk and gave her time to calm down and
continued class like it never happened. All of these years later, I am still not sure how to react to
these types of behaviors.
I transitioned into the public school system after two years of teaching at the charter high
school. I got hired into the SDP to teach Reading, English, and Language Arts (RELA) at a
middle school. I was very excited and hoped things would be better now that I had some cultural
knowledge and would be in a real school, not a charter. I soon realized that teaching middle
school was quite a different experience than teaching high school.
One of my first memorable experiences was in the summer before we started the new
school year. Teachers were in the building setting up their rooms. My classroom had all
mismatched desks. Some were wooden. Some had a metal desktop with a wire rack underneath
to hold books. Some of the desktops were small and made for right-handed people. Some of the
desks were rectangular and the desktops were larger than the desks with the wire racks
underneath. Knowing myself enough to know that having all different kinds of desks in my
classroom would drive me absolutely crazy, I went in search of other classrooms that were empty
to try to make a class set of desks that matched. As I was moving desks around, a person came
up to me and yelled in my face, “You are not to move desks around!” Wow, welcome to my new
school. My first interpellation.
“I was only trying to make them all match,” I told this woman. She then informed me that
I had to put in a work order. I had no idea how to put in a work order. This seemed a bit crazy
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when I could just move desks around so all of the classes would have desks that matched. This
was my very first experience of what it would be like working there.
The Fear of Layoffs Begins
I was hired in the district in 2009 and within a few years the fear of being laid off ran
rampant among staff in my building and throughout the district as a whole. The school year
2012-2013 brought many changes in the district. I knew at the time that there had a been a few
school closings but had no idea of the bigger picture of what was happening in the district. Many
times, when we are teaching, we are so caught up in the never-ending demands of our profession
that it is difficult to see outside of our little bubble. All I knew is that there was fear and anxiety
about the numerous layoffs happening in our building. In 2006 I had become a single mother of
five small children so when layoffs began, I lived in fear that I would lose my job too. That year
was my fourth year in the district, and I had figured the layoffs were occurring by seniority.
Later, I came to see that there was no real rhyme or reason as to who was getting laid off or who
was being force transferred.
By spring of 2013, one of my colleagues was let go. The assistant principal took an early
retirement. Something big was happening but I was not quite sure what. We knew that the
district was closing many schools and handing schools over to charters. Many of my colleagues
made the decision to not return the next school year.
I was not the only one who was confused as to what was going on in the district. My
classroom neighbor was also hired into the district the same year as I. He taught at a middle
school in West Philadelphia until it closed. Currently, it is a district run magnet school. Of the
2012-2013 layoffs, he stated, “I didn’t understand why it was happening or anything like that. I
feel like it happened twice since I’ve been in the district when there was a bunch of layoffs. I was
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young and still new in the district. I was, I was concerned what was going to happen to me.” This
was a time of uncertainty and fear because no one was really sure exactly what was happening or
what would happen to them personally.
Layoffs were a looming threat in 2012-2013. By the spring of 2013, we were all well
aware of the layoffs and forced transfers that were happening in our building. The end of the year
brought many goodbyes to colleagues. Everyone on my 7th grade teaching team was leaving.
Some on their own accord; some by no choice of their own. In June I was asked if it would be
okay to move to teaching 5th grade RELA and if I would establish a Writing Department. Up
until this year, we were a 6th grade to 8th grade middle school. Starting in the fall of the 20132014 school year, 5th grade will be added to our building. This was a product of a combination
of the school closures, the budget cuts, and the neoliberal ideology that overtook policy changes
in the district.
The principal stated he choose me because I had strong writing skills and he wanted to
give the youngest students the skills they needed to become good writers and be successful
throughout middle school and high school. Who could disagree when people were losing their
jobs all around me? I agreed, wondering how it was possible or permissible for me to teach 5th
grade when I have an educational certification for 7-12 English.
Many faculty members took it upon themselves to leave the district and find employment
elsewhere before they were laid off or force transferred. I stayed. The after-effects of mass
school closures caused school crowding and upheaval, which literally broke my neck in January
2014, or I would still be in the district. Upon speaking with other stakeholders, I learned that I
was not alone in feeling as though I was in the dark as to what exactly was happening in the
district.
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Eerie Quiet
The school year 2013-2014 began with an eerie quiet when teachers returned to begin
setting up their classrooms for the new year. The building was void of the hustle and bustle
of teachers and staff that would be excitedly chatting and preparing for the return of students.
Our assistant principal took early retirement in June and did not return. The school principal did
return but he remained unseen and quiet, not his usual self. In the previous years he was an
inspiring leader. He was one of the reasons why I returned. Just last spring him and I got a group
of students together and we fixed up the landscape outside of the school. He knew all of the
students by their first names and had relationships with them. The kids all knew they could go
talk with him if they were having trouble. He did not portray the often-known fear of a principal
that so many students experience. He was warm, loving, and present. Now, he kept himself
unseen, or maybe he was just busy. Whatever the reason, I did not see much of him as we who
did return prepared for the upcoming year.
The parallel events occurring in the district, such as political unrest and budget cuts, as
mentioned in Chapter Two, were part of the reason for layoffs and forced transfers. Silence
emanated around me as I moved my classroom belongings from one floor to the other to begin
my year as a 5th grade teacher. The counselors had all been let go, with the exception of one. I
wondered how she would be able to manage all of the incoming students in the beginning of the
year while helping the 8th graders apply for high school. Last year each grade had their own
guidance counselor, and the counselors still had their hands full.
As I walked down the hall peeking into rooms, I observed that most were empty. The
nurses’ office was dark and looked untouched since last June. Classrooms were empty. I
wondered, yet knew, where everyone was. Not here. Fear built up inside me, but I pushed it
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down and told myself everything will work out and be okay. I found my assigned room. The
walls were dirty, and the room looked like it was not cleaned over the summer. We have to make
do. Even though the building was eerily quiet, I knew that once the students returned it would be
bustling with activity. I looked forward to this and to meeting my new students.
The next section invites you to meet some of the participants in this study. I spoke with
them, heard the stories of their experience during this time, and how the mass school closures
impacted their lives.
Student Perspective
Nina
Nina was one of my 7th grade students in the 2012-2013 school year. She was in 8th
grade when our school received students from five other schools. The eighth grade had been
moved from the third floor to the fourth floor of the building in the year 2013-2014. I had been
moved from the third floor to the second floor, so I did not see much of Nina that year except
when she stopped by my classroom in the morning or on her way to her bus in the afternoon.
Nina and I recently had a conversation about the year the school received students from five
other schools that had either shut down or reconfigured. She just kept shaking her head,
explaining how bad it was.
Rivals
“There were other schools coming into the building. The kids wasn’t getting along and
they had like ten times more fights than we ever had,” was the first thing out of her mouth. She
said that all of the kids were rivals and it was really dumb, but this had caused a lot of
suspensions and loss of activities due to behaviors in the building. I just shake my head, my own
memories of that year swirling around in my mind.
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“That was my last year there. That is why you didn’t see me anymore,” I said to her.
“I wondered what happened to you, why you all of a sudden weren’t there,” Nina replied.
“I left in January. Just to make a long story short, there was a fight in my room. My door
was broken and two students I never saw before in my life walked in. One girl pushed me out of
her way and went to the back of the room to record the fight on her phone. When she and her
friend were going to leave, I told them to stay in the class until the bell rang, so they wouldn’t be
running the halls. She went to push me out of her way, and I backed up and stepped on a coat
that was on the floor. She whipped it out from under my feet and I flew backwards and snapped
my neck and tore my shoulder.”
“Oh, wow,” she says, eyes wide.
“I have five screws, two rods and a plate around my spinal cord here,” I turn around and
lift my hair so she can see the back of my neck. I keep my hair long to cover it because it is not
pretty. They had to use cadaver bone to put me back together and the bones in the back of my
neck still jut out, looking out of place. I turn back around to face her, smile and say, “I’m fine
now,” because she looks worried.
“But that really affected me and my life. That is why I want to hear stories from others
about that year,” I tell her.
“Um, yeah, I definitely remember it like it was yesterday. The hostile kids were coming
in. I remember the bad area, like the bad area of people coming into our school. We definitely
had a situation where we didn’t have a lot of activities during that year, because nobody would
behave, stuff like that.” Nina is quiet for a moment, reflecting on her experience. I sit silent,
knowing she has more to say.
“But I think it was more of a behavioral thing like as far as getting along with other kids
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that weren’t from our school.” I agree with her that it was definitely a behavior thing.
“Well, I didn’t get with the program,” she states, and I am shocked and confused, not
quite comprehending what she means. I ask her what she means by this as these are the exact
words that Backer (2019) used in explaining interpellation.
“Because they were coming from all different programs,” she then says. I suppose it is
hard to get with the program when there are six different programs meshed together. I now
understand what she means. Thinking on this seems to make Nina a bit uncomfortable, so I
change the subject. I ask her what high school she went to after middle school. She tells me that
she went to a high school in West Philadelphia. Her face lights up at this topic.
“It was really nice there. The principal got to know each and every student, just like our
principal in middle school before the other schools came in.” Her brow the creases and then she
says, “Then my grandparents moved, and I had to go to a school in Delaware. The principal was
racist. It was a really big school and more mixed than my high school in Philly. So after I
graduated, I moved back to Philly.” She tells me how her and another former student of mine
share an apartment in Philadelphia and are helping each other raise their babies. Babies! My, the
years sure do fly by. When she tells me that she has a child now, I tell her that I am still in
seventh grade and we both laugh.
Ambushed
She gets back to telling me about her high school, the one in Philadelphia, before she
moved to Delaware. In speaking about the principal there, I can see the admiration she has for
him beaming from her smile. “He let us design a lot of decisions. He would say, ‘We’re gonna
make this change, and how would you like things to go?’ When students were registering, he had
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us students interview them and relate to them instead of judging them.” He sounds like a real
cool guy, this principal. I wish he was my principal.
“It was a safe place that school. He wanted to make sure everyone was comfortable, that
they felt like they were part of the community. It was real cool and nice. And I think if I’m in
Philadelphia, or any school district period, things go smoother because it’s like they understand,
they relate.” I can see that the sense of relating and community are very important to Nina.
“It was a change having a say in who is coming in our building in high school. We
weren’t just ambushed. I felt like we were ambushed in middle school as far as the other schools
closing and people just stuffing other kids inside of schools.” I am quiet and listen as she
continues.
“And then the fights breaking out, different personalities, nobody getting to know
nobody, being hostile and childish.” I simply agree because I remember this all too well.
I tell her I want to write her story so things like that may not happen again.
“Then all those kids, not having enough supplies, classes being bigger than what it was. It
was a lot. It was a whole lot of struggle. It was another thing like a lot of struggle for the students
per se. I think it was really a big struggle for the teachers because of the class sizes and not
enough supplies. It was just, it was kind of hard.” I am surprised at this. As teachers we do not
think that our middle school students would be aware of our struggles, but they are. And they
remember.
“I remember my teachers in eighth grade just not having enough time to focus on one
person if you did not understand something. It was really bad. Hopefully they won’t do that
again,” she says and fidgets with her hair.
“I hope not.” I see she may be having some uncomfortable flashbacks, so I change the
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subject back to the high school that she loved. I ask her how the class sizes were at that school.
She lightens up ad explains to me how the class sizes were smaller, and the kids got more
attention. She explains how they eased the grades out each year instead of closing down all at
once and shipping kids to other schools.
“They worked out their differences, letting them ease out of the school versus
shutting down and just put extra kids in other schools,” as she put it. Her mouth purses,
her lip curls up to one side and I can see her dimple, but her head moves back and forth,
and she averts her eyes downward. I can tell she is in deep thought.
Life, Death, and Education
“Yeah, it was a time when things wasn’t going the way they were supposed to, because I
guess people weren’t getting along, like it was really bad. It just wasn’t a good thing for
students,” she shares with me. I see the look on her face as she is speaking and am freshly
saddened by this. I just shake my head. She notices the look on my face and continues. “It was
like rival schools. Like it was bad. Cramming all these kids together.” We reflect on the district’s
decision to put all those schools together in one building.
“Like thinking now half my classmates are dead,” she states.
“Really?” I ask, because death of students related to school closures has never entered my
mind.
“Really, yeah. Half my classmates are like gone. Even the ones from my high school in
West Philly are not alive at all.” I’m silent for a moment, still pondering the after effect of
closing schools to the point of losing lives. We talk about one of her classmates from seventh
grade that I also knew well. He was one of my students.
“He was the first to pass away. I remember I got my nails done, and it was on the news he
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had died from a gunshot. And then it just kept going.” I express my sympathies to her for the loss
of her classmates.
“Well, that all comes from not taking education serious. And getting involved in other
situations,” Nina says. We talk about an event that was currently on the news. The twelve-year
old boy who answered his door and got shot and died. The conversation has turned dark. Nina
says, “I think my generation is a lost cause. I had the most people die at a young age.” I tell her
that this is not so, about being a lost cause. Her generation is standing up. They are rallying for
their rights and this has not happened since the 60s and the Civil Rights Movement. I try to give
her hope.
She thinks for a moment and agrees with me. “That’s the one thing we do, we fight
back. This is the most I’ve seen things change. This is the first time I’ve seen like both sides
basically just stand together and this is the first time I’ve seen a White person stand in front of a
Black person to protect them.” This gives me goosebumps. I’m glad she sees some positive
happening even though the loss of half of her classmates weighs heavily on her heart. We go on
to talk about her generation and how they are doing things different.
We go off the subject a bit. She tells me what she is doing with her life right now. She
has her own beauty line. All- natural products. She plans to move out to California. She explains
that it is not that she doesn’t like living in Philadelphia, it is that it’s really congested with
entrepreneurs, and she thinks she will do better with her business out in California. Nina tells me
about her daughter, that she is a really positive little person. I smile, thinking of when my own
children were little. I ask if I can meet her. Nina tells me that she is with her father at the
moment. Her roommate pops in and introduces me to her daughter. She is very cute. She holds
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up four fingers and tells me she is going to be five soon. It is hard for me to believe my little
seventh graders are all grown up with children of their own. I feel old.
Nina and her roommate laugh and tell me that they are staying together until one of them
gets married. I am happy they have each other. It is not easy being a single mother, especially at
a young age. She fills me in on what her brother is doing. He is in the army working toward
becoming an engineer. I’m glad her family is doing all right. She asks how my children are
doing. She met all of them when I had at a party at my house for my students many moons ago.
My oldest two are her age. She remembers the younger ones. I fill her in also. We chat about
other classmates that she has kept in touch with; ones that I have kept in touch with. We are both
happy for the light and breezy conversation, so full of life, after talking about the heaviness of
death and the school closures.
Summary
An ambush is a surprise attack. Nina, a young student at that time, lived in uncertainty as
to what was happening in her middle school building. Reflecting on those years, she felt as
though all of those students from schools that closed or were reconfigured coming into her
building was an ambush. Not only were many schools in the district reconfigured, but also the
individual buildings were reconfigured to accommodate the Master Facilities Plan. She felt loss
of place and space as her building took in numerous students, doubling the population. Nina was
interpellated by this situation in that “she did not get with the program.” So much so that her
grandparents, with whom she lived at the time, moved out of Philadelphia to place her in a high
school out of the district. Her classmates, who are now gone, may have felt ambushed also. Life,
death, and education is a topic for further study.
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Teacher Perspectives
Luther
Luther is a secondary math teacher in the SDP. We met when we worked in the same
building, which became a receiving building. We were both on the 7th grade team. When the
first round of layoff letters was sent out in 2011, Luther got a force transfer and did not return to
our building for the 2012-2013 school year. I could not understand why people in our building
were laid off or force transferred because the two other middle schools in the area closed, and the
students were capitated to our building thus doubling our numbers. We did not have enough
teachers in the building, so this made no sense. I got in touch with Luther to hear his story
hoping to get some clarity.
Our conversation begins with chatting a bit about how the virtual teaching is going for
the both of us. It seems that across the board, most students do not turn on their cameras. We
joke and wonder if this is considered cutting class and if so, what can we do about it? He tells me
that he still uses the attendance-behavior point sheet that I shared with him years ago. I cannot
recall that sheet, so he shares it with me on the screen and the memories come flooding back of
when we worked together. I ask him if he is still in the district.
“Yep. I moved around a bit though so I wouldn’t get laid off. I got a force transfer the
year that all those schools closed. Really because I’m only certified to teach math. And that year
they had to be doing math and science. They asked if I wanted to go for the science. I said no, so
I got force transferred.” I think about this for a minute. I was not force transferred and I was
teaching reading, English, language arts (RELA) and social studies that year. I was not certified
for social studies. I did get switched to 5th grade RELA for the 2013-2014 school year but am
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not certified for elementary either. I wonder how they picked and chose who to lay off, who to
force transfer, and who to keep.
“I’ve really moved around quite a bit,” he says. He then tells me he has been at his
current school for the past two years and is happy there. The commute is not bad. It is a K-8
school. I realize during our conversation that we both came into the district the same year, 2009.
He shares about his first experience.
“I don’t know how long that building had been there when I got there, but I really got
spoiled. I had three classes. Each class had like 15 or 16 students in it. I had a learning support
teacher that was in there every period with me.” I can tell by the look on his face that this is a
fond memory for him. I ask him why they closed. He tells me that he does not know.
Uncertainty
“I didn’t understand why it was happening. I feel like it happened twice since I’ve been
in the district where there was a bunch of layoffs.” I question Luther about this because I can
only recall the time period of 2012-2013 there being a lot of layoffs. He explains, “I feel like it
happened earlier also, like a couple of years before that, or maybe it was all around the same
timeline.” There is puzzlement in his face. I sit quietly, waiting for him to gather his thoughts. “I
don’t remember, but I know when that was happening. I was still really young and new in the
district. And I was, I was concerned what was going to happen to me.” I share with him that I
really did not know what was going on either and I am relieved that I was not the only one who
felt that they did not know what was happening at that time.
“I thought that you were laid off when you didn’t come back the next year,” I say to him.
Seems like there was not much transparency in what was happening that year.
“I never got let go. I’ve been with the district since I started,” he says. I am glad for him.
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I think where I would be if I were still in the district. All of these years later and I am
finally close to the salary I was receiving when I got hurt.
“At the time I didn’t have my master’s degree, but I was certified elementary and also
had the middle school math. Math is what saved me.” I tell him that I’m certified 7-12 English
and we talk about how the certifications have changed over the years. He tells me that he also
has the 7-12 math certification and can teach high school, but he has grown to like the middle
schoolers. I agree. I share with him my experience of transitioning from teaching high school
English to middle school RELA. We laugh at the differences such as walking the students to
their next class and the block scheduling in middle school.
Feeling Safe
We talk about our own children. Luther shares with me that he got engaged while we
worked together and then married in the 2013 school year when he was already working at the
school where he was forced transferred. For the 2012-2013 school year he was at a school that
did not close. “I was, I was still safe,” he tells me with a look of concern, and I can feel the fear
that he must have had those years of losing his job when he was about to get married. He tells me
about his three children; I tell him about my five. He remembers me bringing them in when they
were little to help me set up my classroom. This sparks a conversation about a former student
from the school where we worked together. I tell him that she was a building sub at my building
last year and she is now teaching in Philly.
We reflect on our years of teaching. “We can now tell our students that we have been
teaching longer than they have been alive,” I say, and we both chuckle. Both Luther and I had
our own biological children attend public schools. Luther ended up buying a home in a county
outside of Philadelphia.
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We shift back to talking about virtual school. To kids not turning their cameras on. We
chat about break out rooms and how they are going. He says he does not really do break out
rooms, “It’s hard to manage.” I agree that it is a bit difficult to manage, but the kids like it and
for the most part they stay on task when in their breakout rooms. He thanks me again for the
point sheet that I shared with him, which shifts our conversation back to the year of the layoffs.
“The only thing I knew was that layoffs were coming. I was really concerned that I was
going to be one of them and then I didn’t know what I was going to do. But lucky for me, I never
had to worry about that. I’ve been with the district long enough now that I, I’d like to think I
don’t have to worry about that. But who really knows?” I tell Luther that I was scared too, in
more ways than one.
Summary
Those years are etched in my memory. There was a lot of uneasiness among staff
and faculty. People were getting lay-off letters left and right. I had fears and anxiety
about the possibility of losing my job as did Luther. In hearing his story, I realize that I
was not the only one who felt uncertainty, feeling like I was in the dark as to what was
happening in our building and in the district. I hope he is safe, as he also hopes, and hope
his job remains secure.
Chip
Chip is an African American woman who was born and raised in Philadelphia.
She was a teacher in the district at the time of closures. She was not part of the receiving
building of the other participants. Her narrative is included to gain another perspective of
how individuals throughout the district were impacted by the closures. Her building was
turned into a charter in 2013. Both of her parents are also Philadelphia natives and
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attended Philadelphia public schools. Her parents would not send her to public elementary
school, as they believed the school system had changed drastically since they were young.
“They described their experiences as definitely having teachers who cared, principals
who cared. There were high expectations. I hate the word expectation because you know
expectations. Nobody will ever meet them. But there was a standard that you were expected to
meet.” She goes on to tell me a story of her father’s. “I remember my dad telling me that all the
boys had to wear ties. It was not a school district initiative. It was just like a presentation type of
thing. They didn’t have to wear uniforms, but they had to wear a tie. And I remember him saying
that if you came to school without your tie you had to wear a paper tie all day long.” I love this
story. I wish we still had this standard.
Chip explains to me how it was then, according to her parents, and this was the
basis for their decision to not send her to public school. “The difference between then and now is
a lot of us would say, well, they don’t have access to ties, and maybe they don’t have this and
that. There’s a lot of excuse making. Then it was just the standard. My parents saw the schools
changing so by the time I came up they were definitely like, no, you’re not going to public
school.”
“You did not attend public school?” I am surprised at this information.
“My parents would not allow it. My brother went though. We are nine years apart. He
went to a magnet public school then he went to Central High,” she tells me.
“Wow, that is a one of the top high schools in the country.” I share with her about my
dad. He was born and raised in North Philadelphia. He and his brother attended public schools
and his sisters went to Catholic schools. Maybe this was a common thing back then. She goes on
to explain about the public magnet schools.
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“You have to test to get in. It’s part of the district. It’s different from a neighborhood
school. Where you go to the neighborhood school, they call it capitated, so you are capitated.
This is based on your, I don’t even want to say zip code necessarily, but maybe your zip code, or
at least where you live. I’m not really sure how they break it down.” Chip goes on to tell me that
wherever you live, you are capitated to the nearest high school, unless you test into a magnet
school. “So anyway, my parents allowed that when I was coming up. I started off in a Montessori
school.”
We talk about Montessori schools for a bit. I can tell by her smile that she had a good
experience, until the school closed. Her parents then sent her to private schools.
“When I went into traditional schools I really struggled.” She tells me that her parents had
told her that they would continue to pay for private school unless she got into a magnet school
for high school. She took a test and got in. This leads the conversation into her talking about her
vocation. Her career in education started with her managing technical education programs, and
later she transitioned into teaching.
“I loved it, I really did,” she says with a wide grin. “It was definitely for me. I think some
of my struggles at times was like the lack of cultural relevancy. Like the characters in the stories
they have to read.” Lack of cultural relevancy and a move toward teaching to the test is a
neoliberal ideology that impacted the district (Royal & Gibson, 2017). I agree with her, and we
chat a bit about curriculum which leads us into talking about our experiences as teachers.
Bittersweet Feelings
Chip’s face concurrently shows happiness and concern as she reflects on her years as a
teacher in the SDP. Continuing the conversation about curriculum, she goes on to share with me
about her experience in school and why it was important for her to become an educator.
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“I wanted to change that and make things more relevant to kids who look like me. You
know, I grew up learning about everybody else but myself. The only time I learned about myself
was within social studies when it was time to talk about slavery. That was it,” she states glumly.
We talk about how this is important to learn about but if that is all we are teaching it is a very
negative mindset. People of color have accomplished many positive things in this country.
“You know I’ve never, I’ve never had Black teachers and it was really important for me
for kids to see a teacher who looks like them.” I ask her if this was true even when she was in a
Philadelphia public high school. “Even in Philly,” she says. “Like we’re not talking about now, it
is different now.” I ponder on this. I cannot imagine never having a teacher that looked like me.
“So how long did you teach in Philly?” I ask.
“I left. But altogether about seven or eight years.” I ask her if she minds sharing with me
the cause of her leaving.
“Things were changing. The definite threat of those layoffs was coming, and I didn’t
know if I would be part of it.” We sit in silent reflection for a moment. I can feel the mixed
emotions that show on Chip’s face as she discusses why she left the district.
“It was such a different world and a different experience for me, and I just learned so
much culturally, you know, because my biggest thing is learning and understanding different
cultures. When you immerse yourself in their daily life you start to get a different perspective.”
While Chip is talking, I think back to how culturally inexperienced I was as a novice teacher. I
think about how much I have learned since then. “At that time, I was learning Spanish. I’ve lost
it all now, but you know, it was just a really fun experience. The school was predominately
Hispanic before I left and came back. I loved every minute of it,” Chip says. She hesitates before
continuing, so I wait.
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Politics in the District
“At that time, our principal changed. Then our AP and the rest of the administration. It
was big ugly,” Chip states and shakes her head. I share with her about how our principal left in
the beginning of the 2013 school year and was replaced by another one who had never been a
principal. He walked into a building that had just received about 400 students from five other
buildings. That was big ugly too.
“Ours left in the spring. I think they made her force transfer. I’m not sure,” Chip goes on
to say. I think on this and wonder if that is what happened to our principal. “The whole
administrative team shifted so drastically, and I felt it wasn’t the same anymore,” she just shakes
her head again.
“I didn’t feel like the impact was the same anymore. Things had changed drastically. The
politics of the school district had started to l rear its ugly head. There had just been so many
changes. And then I was at the district at a time where a lot of African American women had
gotten their hands slapped for legitimate reasons. Things that they had done wrong. I felt like we
were all kind of starting to be put under the microscope.” Her face is serious and tense after
saying all of this. I can feel the uneasiness of this topic emanating from her voice. Chip then
continues.
“I worked at a high school when it was part of the district then turned into a charter
school. Ironically, I worked with two of those women who had gotten fired and pretty much
blackballed from the district. So it was just that things had changed and I just didn’t feel like I fit
anymore.” Chip’s voice dropped a bit and her tone changes when she speaks of this. I could see a
spark in her eye when she then tells me, “So I left and did something different and that gave me a
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whole new perspective on life. I wanted to be there; I was dedicated to my kids. I left at the end
of the 2011-2012 school year. And then I came back.”
Uncertainty
We discuss how the district was reconfigured for the next school year. How a lot of
schools closed at the end of the 2011-2012.
“I was hearing about it. I watched the schools close. I watched the transitions. I saw
people lose their jobs and honestly that’s when a lot of charters picked up a whole lot of people.”
She continues on. “I worked with grants, then I went out. A lot of the teachers I worked with had
gotten laid off from the School District of Philadelphia.” I share with her about how naïve and
uniformed I was as to what was happening that year. I tell her about my friend, an assistant
principal whom I had thought took early retirement but then found out that I was wrong. All
assistant principals (APs) were laid off. Chip hadn’t realized this either. I am glad that I was not
the only one in the dark, yet at the same time I feel irritated that there was not transparency with
the stakeholders in the district.
“Yeah, I do remember them laying off a lot of first year teachers. I remember them laying
off a lot of the assistant principals. I remember them laying off principals and I was like, oh man,
with the principals,” she says. I shake my head in agreement. This is exactly what happened.
Layoffs Left and Right
As we discuss the layoffs, Chip explains what she witnessed. “They kind of did a shift.
They laid off some, then like instantly replaced them. It was really weird. It was like they had
these people in waiting. So they got rid of these, however many, then they like instantly replaced
them. Which makes sense, you can’t have a high school without a principal.” I stay quiet because
I am not sure what I can add to the conversation right at the moment. I really had no idea what
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was happening when all of those buildings closed. All I knew was that I came back in 2013-2014
school year and roughly 75% of the staff and faculty had not returned.
“The layoffs to me were just very, I, I couldn’t tell how much of it was personal, how
much of it was political, and how much of it was financial. It was really hard. The terminations.
And part of me felt like they just wanted to do a clean sweep and get rid of certain things and
certain people, but they knew that they couldn’t do it individually, right? They couldn’t come in
and just fire individuals. So they just got rid of everybody.” I share with her the thoughts
swirling in my brain.
“I do remember that.” I tell her. I tell her how my building was empty in the beginning of
the next school year and share how I was not sure who was laid off, fired, force transferred,
or who was just sick of it all and left. “It was a very confusing, anxiety filled time to be a teacher
in the district,” I say.
“And that was one of the reasons why I left. I mean, I wanted to do something else. My
first degree is in criminal justice, and I never really pursued it and I really wanted to pursue it.
But again, it was fear of not having that stability. I did not want to be laid off or be made to force
transfer. I wanted to stay at the school where I was at the time.” Her eyes get big and shine
brightly when she shares with me about the high school where she taught before she left the
district.
Chip reflects on her time serving the SDP. “You know, I’ve been around because even
when I wasn’t just teaching, even during my career in tech eight years, I ran the gamut of a lot of
the schools in Philadelphia and I enjoyed it. I really loved it. I loved every bit of it, and you
know I would love to go back to a district,” she tells me.
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Summary
Chip’s life changed when the school district changed. She left at the end of the 20112012 school year because of the existing and imminent change she foresaw. Similar to Luther
and myself, she had no idea of the rhyme or reason of the layoffs and left because she did not
want to be a part of it.
Trish
Trish grew up in North Jersey. She moved to Philadelphia in 1988 and currently resides
in South Philadelphia. She jokes about how she has lived in Philadelphia for more than half of
her life. Before teaching in the SDP, she was a substitute teacher in various buildings for two
years. She taught in a Catholic school, then an alternative school in outside of the district, and
also worked as a long-term substitute teacher in a suburban school. Trish and I were colleagues
from 2009 until 2013.
She started her teaching career in the SDP at a high school in the district. “There
were 60 students per class. The principal told the district, we need this many teachers, but they
wouldn’t do it.” Laughing and shaking her head, she tells me how it was shoulder to shoulder,
elbow to elbow in the halls and in the classrooms. I picture it in my head and also laugh, but it is
certainly not a laughing matter; her laugh is more of a nervous, helpless laugh, as she recalled
trying to navigate her cart through those crowded hallways because she did not have a classroom
of her own. She then went from teaching high school back to middle school. We talk about the
huge difference between the two for a bit.
The SRC and Testing
In 2008, Edison, a charter, was in control of the middle school where Trish and I met.
I had not experienced Edison because I came to the school in 2009. She told me that Edison did
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provide new textbooks but also brought big problems with them.
“Even at charters the administrators make the difference. Charters blame the teachers,”
she explained in reference to her experience with Edison.
“You know that comes from the whole testing focus. Yep, this common core standard
came from that. Remember we found that it was just completely copied and pasted?” I picture us
sitting in the teacher’s lounge working on the curriculum for the next school year together. I
laugh and remind her that she was the person who showed me that once you highlight and copy
in a document, you can paste over and over again. She does not laugh. This is a very serious
topic for Trish and when she states, “You feel like you’re an accomplice. It makes you feel like
crying.” This is an outcome of the neoliberal agenda in education which is to implement
management techniques that meet the production target of test scores (Lipman, 2013). I feel
foolish for laughing.
“Then the budget cuts came. I remember when I was interviewing for a position. The
school cut music and art. The principal was like, ‘Who needs music and art? We just need the
basics. Math and reading,’” she shares with me. That is a shame, I tell her. My father was an
artist, an well-known ecclesiastic artist in the tri-state area. The arts have been an integral part of
my life, and of the lives of my own children. My daughter is an art teacher. She goes on
explaining this situation. “I wanted to say, ‘What would happen if you just go through a week
without music and take all of the art down in your house?’”
“Empty,” I say meaning it in more ways than one. We both recall at the same time the
year the door of her classroom was painted over. A student had painted flowers on it. She was so
upset. I was upset also. It was beautiful to showcase student art like that.
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No Back Up
The year 2012-2013 was filled with conversations about the changes in the curriculum
and how we had to teach to the test for our school to get funding. Without the support from
administration, Trish couldn’t do it anymore. She slowly packed up her classroom. Every few
days or so she would take something from her classroom home so the packing up at the end of
the year would not be so bad. As Trish slowly removed the materials and belongings that she had
acquired throughout her years in the district, I watched as others made their exit before the end of
the year. In the very last week of the school year, Trish took home all of her plants from the
teachers’ lounge. She gave me one of her philodendrons and I still have it to this day. It has
grown and I have repotted cuttings. They sit in my living room and in my library, a constant
reminder of that tumultuous year. I know the only reason she came back in 2012 was because
everyone else was leaving and she cared about the kids. “I wanted to retire at that school,” she
stated quite a few times.
“I still have the plant you gave me,” I tell her. I show her the plant in my library. The
original plant has grown large. A vine from it now frames a large painting that my daughter
painted and winds down over a marble statue in the corner of my library.
“What did you do after you left?” I ask her.
“I took the entire year off. I was worn out,” she says in all seriousness. We then chat for a
while about how our building was run. She shares with me her good experience with one of the
other teachers on the team, that then somehow took a wrong turn. “We did some workshops
outside of and with the school district, we went out for dinners together. Then she started saying
stuff to me. I didn’t know what she was talking about and then it happened more and more, and
then she stopped talking to me.” I ask her if this was part of the reason why she left.
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“I was doing a good job with my kids. Then they took my class away from me and gave
me a special education class. I got no help from any special education teachers. Part of the reason
why I stayed in the 2012-2013 year was for the kids. I wanted to stay there until I retired.” I
believe her because I know she cared deeply for her students, and she told me a few times that
she wanted to stay there until she retired. I tell her that I was not really aware of what was
happening. I was just scared that I would be laid off with the rest of my colleagues that got
notices.
“Well, yeah, I didn’t understand what was happening either. I mean, yeah, when I came
in, we were managed by that other school organization,” Trish states, referring to Edison. “I
don’t know why they got rid of them, if it was a budget thing or they just failed. We stopped
giving the benchmark after that. When Edison was there, we’d have the Edison benchmark.” She
sits with her thoughts for a moment, then tells me, “They started interfering and micromanaging
and you know, I mean I was still happy with how I ended the year, but they were just making it
difficult. Administration makes it difficult.” I agree that administration can make it difficult.
It is funny how people remember things. We talk about some of our colleagues that also
left at the end of that year. I was in total naivete as to what was happening in the district in 2012.
I had five small children and other things were happening in my personal life that took up a lot of
my time and mind. Trish easily rattled off the list of people that left in 2012. She said she
decided to leave also because, “I didn’t have it in me to fight back. I didn’t grow up fighting like
that.” She was referring not only to the politics in the district as a whole, but also the politics
within our building. She asked if she could be transferred, if she could perhaps go speak with
other principals and “informally interview” to see if she would be a good fit for their school,
which she then did. One of the principals that she met with told her he couldn’t do anything
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because of the whole hiring situation, “he had to wait to hear from staffing,” is how she
explained it. Not being able to be placed in another school and not being able to stay where she
was because it was hurting her spirit, Trish was unemployed the 2013-2014 school year.
A person is in dire straits when it is bad enough to leave a job without the security of
having another job lined up. This is where Trish was. Tired of the fight, fed up, and not coming
back even without another job in place because she knew the politics in the building would not
change for her the next year and may even had been worse if she stayed.
Summary
Trish taught in the SDP for quite some time. She enjoyed her job and saw the many
changes that occurred throughout her career. In the 2000s she experienced Edison coming in and
taking over schools. As the school closures began to take effect in the district, the weight of this
trickled down to administrators and teachers. Perhaps if the politics in the big picture were more
stable, teachers would have gotten the support that they needed to persevere through the next
school year when 30 schools closed. Next, let’s meet Diane, who was an administrator in the
district during this time period.
Administrator Perspective
Diane
Diane was an assistant principal in the SDP the year of the mass school closures. She was
born in Washington D.C. and moved to Philadelphia when she was seven years old. She has
lived in Philadelphia ever since and attended Philadelphia public schools until she graduated
high school. She holds her chin up high as she proudly calls herself “a product of the School
District of Philadelphia.” She had a very different experience than Chip. She loved her local
public elementary school and her parents refused to bus their children elsewhere. Her eyes light
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up when she recalls her childhood memories of attending public elementary school in
Philadelphia.
“Our community was a close-knit community. It was the type of school where the
teachers knew your parents and your parents knew the teachers and they could leave and come
knock on your door and talk to your parents, need be. I also remember when they wanted to have
kids bussed back then. My mother refused.” She laughs at this memory and goes on to explain,
“We were young, and we were in elementary school and they were trying to integrate but you
could not force integration, you couldn’t force Black kids to go to White districts.” I was a bit
confused about her use of the term district but do not interrupt the flow of conversation. I later
researched districts in Philadelphia. According to the Philadelphia Planning Commission (2013),
there are 18 districts within the city of Philadelphia: Central, Central Northeast, Lower Far
Northeast, Lower North, lower Northeast, Lower South, Lower Southwest, North, North
Delaware, River Wards, South, University/Southwest, Upper Far Northeast, Upper North, Upper
Northwest, West, and West Park. What Diane refers to is not only the district lines within the
SDP, but also the racial differences between the different districts.
“You could not force parents to send their kids across town, it was a voluntary thing.”
She then explains her mother’s thought process in refusing to send them to a White district. She
remembers her mother saying, “Whatever they have in the White district should be available in
the Black district,” so her mother refused to move them. Diane then goes back to telling me
about her childhood and her wonderful experience in her local school. Diane’s beautiful smile
broadens as she tells me of her elementary years. Three out of the five sisters became teachers.
Her story is different than Chip’s once again, in that she did have Black teachers while she was
growing up. Maybe it had to do with the district in which she resided.
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“My school was only two blocks from my home. We were a community. When I was in
school, I do not remember so many students not being able to read. And so when I see all of
these children failing, it concerns me.” After attaining her BA, Diane went on to become a
teacher. She served the SDP for 32 years, first as a special education educator in middle schools
for 17-18 years, then as an assistant principal for a few years and as a principal for one year. She
has seen many changes throughout her years in the district. There is one special story that is
close to her heart that she shares with me.
Breaking Down the Walls
She says, “I’m going to tell you a little story.” I smile because I like her stories and she is
a good storyteller, full of inflection and life. She tells me a story about when she was a special
education teacher and the school wanted to, and did, build a wall in the classroom. Back when
she was teaching, students with an Individual Education Plan (IEP) were not included in the
regular education classes. They were in separate classes. Regular education and special education
teachers were also separated. The building where she was working was overcrowded, so they
built a wall in a classroom to keep the special education students from the regular education
students because they did not have room for a separate classroom for them.
She got out the special education regulations and reviewed them. One regulation was
space. She tells me, “Special education classrooms had to meet a certain requirement of space
and footage in a room. And I know that space was violated when they built this wall. And so we
have to accommodate all of these children in this cramped space. I knew that once I found this
regulation, I had to speak out about space.” She wrote a letter to Harrisburg and thirteen teachers
signed it. She did not confer with administration and go through the hierarchy that teachers are
supposed to go through. She wrote directly to the Department of Education.
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Within a few weeks a special education officer from Harrisburg got in touch with her.
She smiles and I can feel the pride and satisfaction emanating from her heart and soul. She tells
me that he said he was proud of her for putting her job on the line for the kids. He came to the
school and did a “walk through” which is another term for an inspection. Within a short period of
time, administration received a letter from Harrisburg requiring them to take down the wall.
The regional superintendent then met with Diane. According to Diane, he said, “I am so
upset with you. You did what the rest of them did not have the balls to do. I am mad at you, but I
understand.” Diane took a stand for space and this was one of the proudest moments of her
career. She laughs as she tells me about how she would take that letter to interviews for a
principal position and then not get the job. “My mother would say, maybe you should stop
sharing that story,” she says with a smile. She framed that letter from Harrisburg and to this day
it hangs upon her wall.
Gifts
This sparks a conversation about how we all learn differently; how we all have special
gifts. Diane has been working with preschool teachers doing professional development since she
retired from the district. She calls her program, “What’s in your gift box?” She teaches preschool
teachers how to differentiate instruction. She absolutely loves what she is doing now.
“If we focus on what gifts we have and use these gifts collectively things can change. I
often say to my team of teachers, if you live on a block on your street, you don’t need the
government to come and do anything for you. All the gifts are present,” she proudly states.
Diane is set on people’s gifts. She is right. If everyone uses their gifts, society would be
better as a whole. She explains her philosophy of using our gifts, “If you’re committed to using
your gifts that you’ve been given to really influence these children, that’s more than money. I
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don’t care how much money you get. We need buildings. We need all kinds of resources, but the
greatest resource is the teachers, and the teachers are tired teachers, worn out teachers. We do
need the money to keep our teachers going.” This leads us into a conversation of why she left the
district.
Coming Out (of the district): Uncertainty
Diane loves what she is doing now, anyone could easily see that by the glow in her face
when she talks about her current state of affairs.
“I’m so glad that I came out because now I feel like I can do things my way because you
know you have to abide by all the rules and regulations that you have to abide by in the system.”
We then talk about the school year 2012-2013. I thought that Diane retired at the end of the year,
which was not incorrect, she did retire. But it did not go as I had thought. “I retired as a result of,
you know, they laid off all of the APs. I don’t know if you realize that.” I did not realize that.
Everything that happened that year was so vague. We knew there were layoff notices sent
out. We knew colleagues that would not be returning, either because they were laid off, force
transferred, or decided to seek employment elsewhere due to schools being shut down and school
reconfigurations and students being capitated to our building. Nothing was clear.
“I did not know that,” I admit.
“What happened was they laid off every AP in the district.” Her eyes slint and her lips
purse as she repeats this to me. “Yeah, they called some back eventually in November, but I had
decided not to return because you can’t run a school building like that. I took early retirement.” I
share my experience with her. The 2013-2014 year started with the principal doing it all alone. A
new principal came in sometime mid-October after the former principal left for another position
elsewhere. The new principal was a first-year principal. He had no assistant principal. He walked
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into a mess. The building was at full capacity with students—over full capacity. We were
overcrowded. Class sizes up to 38/39 per class. Lack of teachers in the building. No nurse. One
guidance counselor for four grades.
“So that is what I remember the most,” she continues, “they sent these letters out. I’m
like, oh, the nurse too?” Diane explains that there was a huge budget gap. She says the district
probably figured on saving money by laying off all of these people. I tell her that we had a nurse
a few days a week from 9 a.m. to 11 a.m. If a student got hurt or needed the nurse any other time
of the day, they would have to go to the main office where there was minimal help because there
was only one secretary, and the principal was running the entire building by himself. Either the
office, or the teacher would have to call home for the parent or guardian to pick up their child.
I share my experience with Diane about what it was like the year after she took early
retirement. How my team started the year with four teachers and by the fall we were down to two
because we could not keep teachers in the building. There were numerous fights daily among the
students. She didn’t know that was the year I got hurt. She was shocked to find out this
information. I give her a quick synopsis of what happened.
“There weren’t enough people. There are not enough resources, you need an army to
watch over that campus. People just came in from other neighborhoods ready to fight. That’s
what happened,” Diane states. I shake my head and agree.
“The dean was on the fourth floor breaking up a fight and the principal was outside in
front of the building trying to keep a mob of angry parents from coming in the building in
reference to a fight on the third floor. So that is what was happening,” I tell her.
Diane shakes her head and looks down for a moment. She tells me, “I told my husband
that I did not go to college to become a parole officer. You know, discipline all day long, parent
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meetings all day long, fighting and arguing and it just wears on your spirit after a while.” And
this was before five schools merged with our building. “You want to educate kids, not break up
fights. It got to the point where I felt numb when parents came in hollering and screaming. I told
one parent, ‘Mam, maybe you can take a walk down the hall because I really don’t want to hear
your cursing today, it is bothering my spirit.’ I’m a Christian. I told her, ‘That vulgar mouth is
bothering my Christian spirit. So can you go down the hall?’ she looked at me and went down
the hall.” Diane laughs at this memory. I can see how this would hurt Diane’s spirit. She is a
devout Christian. I’ve never heard one nasty word come out of her mouth.
“I used to come into that building and just pray all day,” she tells me. I recall how I
prayed every day on my drive in and while I was in the building. I would pray for God’s cloak to
shroud me and my students and keep us safe. When she speaks of being numb, I recall my
second to last day in the district, the day before my neck was broken. There was a shooting out
front. The building went on lockdown. Since my door was broken, I could not shut it and lock it,
so I just continued my lesson. I was numb. I feel the sadness within myself and within Diane in
this conversation, how we become numb to things that occur regularly every day when it is too
difficult for our spirit to handle. “The 2012-2013 year was so bad I just could not come back,”
Diane says, and I come out of my head. We all knew the next year would be worse yet with the
other schools closing around us and our building being a receiving school.
We talk about the job of teachers and administrators and what is needed for them to do
their jobs efficiently. Diane says they need support and they do not get it.
“Yeah, no support, then you got all these principals, they’re overwhelmed, but they are
not doing an effective job because they don’t have what they need. So, it just trickles down.”
We both sit quietly for a moment. I wait for her to continue.
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“And the next thing you know, our kids are just going through the motions because they
are not learning anything good,” she says. We talk about the good things that we did for the kids.
The incentive programs, spending our own money on parties for them. She laughs. “If you want
to do something for the school, you may as well open up a bank account and spend your money
because there’s never enough money.” She said she used to tell her teachers to save their
receipts, and most would ask her why because they knew they were not getting anything back.
We circle back to the present. Diane is elated as she tells me of her current work. “I’m
now using my gifts to educate the early learning community. If I can educate parents, I can
educate the kids.” She has a YouTube channel for early learners that she is very proud of. She
dresses up for the children and writes her own catchy songs. She teaches four-year old children
words like flummoxed, audacious, exuberant, and kerfuffle. She lifts her chin and says, “And I
fully expect them to be able to spell them.” She makes me laugh when she says that she is a
frustrated actress. I am glad that Diane is still using her gifts.
Summary
Working in education is not always easy, especially for inner city teachers and
administration. Diane served as an educator and administrator in low socioeconomic sections of
the city for many years. She saw space being violated and took action, one of the proudest
moments in her career. When all of the APs in the district got laid off at the end of the 20112012 school year, she decided to take early retirement. She came out of teaching in the district
and is now doing her own thing with early childhood educators and she is happy and well.
Conclusion
The data in this chapter was divided into subgroups: student, teachers, and administrators.
As the qualitative data was analyzed, the theme of uncertainty emerged as these subthemes were
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analyzed: The teachers and administrators in the SDP lived in uncertainty during the period of
mass school closures; a student felt ambushed by the incoming of students from other
communities; teachers lived in fear and anxiety of lay-offs and force transfers; all assistant
principals were laid off; as mass school closures occurred, there was a mass exodus of
stakeholders in the district; force transfers; families moving out of the community; and, not
returning to the district to heal one’s body, spirit, and mind.
Nina felt as if her school was ambushed. She was spatially displaced within her own
school building. She related this experience of being ambushed, of her school experience
drastically changing, to half of her classmates now being dead. This theme was a surprise and
needs further investigation. Her grandparents pulled her out of Philadelphia schools two years
later. She then experienced racism, was interpellated by this, and returned to Philadelphia.
Luther lived in fear and anxiety wondering if he would be laid off or force transferred.
This was a transitional time in his personal life as he was engaged to be married. Thankfully, he
was force transferred and is still an educator in the district. Chip left the district due to the
uncertainty of having her job the next year and due to seeing the politics in the district “rear its
ugly head.” She wanted no part of it, so she left. She still works in education today but is no
longer with the district. Trish left the district at the end of the 2011-2012 school year, not so
much because her school was becoming a receiving school, but because of the lack of support
from administration in the previous year. She took off the entire next year to heal her spirit. She
no longer works as a teacher.
Diane spoke of the challenges the administrators had that year. Diane came out of the
district when all of the APs were laid off. She did not want to live with the uncertainty of if,
when, or where she would be placed the next school year. She decided to take early retirement
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and came out for good. Her spirit could not take it anymore, as she stated in the interview. As for
myself, after I was injured, I took a year off to heal from surgeries. I went back into the
educational field and am no longer with the district.
Neoliberal ideology, political unrest and budget cuts led to mass school closures in the
SDP. Those years were filled with uncertainty. The closing and reconfiguring of schools in the
district had drastic repercussions on the students, teachers, and administrators. Many people lost
their jobs or decided to leave on their own to either heal or to find more stable employment.
Some even lost their lives.
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Chapter 5
Racialized Disruptions of Educational Space
This chapter discusses the qualitative data utilizing the theoretical framework. The
framework on which this dissertation is based is one of integrating the theory of spatiality, the
theory of interpellation, and critical race theory (CRT). The data has shown that public school
closures are disruptions of the physical educational space, which then interpellate the individuals
involved as neoliberal subjects. The decisions on which schools to close and which to
reconfigure were neoliberal, racially based decisions. The narratives of the participants were
divided between Chapter Four and Chapter Five. Chapter Four discussed one main theme that
was discovered in the data from all of the participants: uncertainty. The Application of
Theoretical Framework to Findings section provides additional data and discusses the themes
within the theoretical framework used in Chapter Five.
Purpose of the Study
The closing of a public school has implications for the lives of many people. My interest
in this topic is derived from my personal experience in the School District of Philadelphia (SDP).
In March 2012, the School Reform Commission (SRC) approved closure of six traditional public
schools in Philadelphia. The SDP then announced a five-year plan that “included dramatic
restructuring of the school district, shrinking of the central office, and the potential closure of up
to 40 schools in 2013” (Good, 2017, p. 866). This proposal was born from the Boston Consulting
Group’s (BCG) recommendations to the School Reform Commission (SRC) in August 2012.
They had stated that the district faced a deficit of over $1.1 billion over the next five years which
was caused by the growth of charter schools, $300 million loss in state and federal finding, and
rising personnel costs (Tardiff, 2014). This cost saving measure was estimated to save $28 million
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in annual savings (Graham, 2012e). The estimated millions saved did not consider the
cost on the most important people involved: the teachers, students, administrators, staff,
and families. The district closed 30 schools and reconfigured 23 others by the end of the
2012-2013 school year, marking “one of the largest single waves of school shutdowns to
have occurred in the nation” (Tardiff, 2014). This changed the landscape of many
neighborhoods (See: Appendix A, School District of Philadelphia Master Plan, 2013).
At the time, I was employed at a 6th to 8th grade middle school. This particular school was
both a receiving school and also reconfigured to a 5th through 8th grade school, gaining 5th
grade students from three different elementary schools. At the end of the 2012-2013 school year,
75% of our educational staff had either gotten laid off, force transferred, or left. The enrollment
at the only middle school left in operation in this section of Philadelphia went from 376 students
grades 6-8, to approximately 840 students, grades 5-8. The closures and reconfigurations
coincided with Corbett’s budget cuts, federal stimulus money running out, and neoliberal reform.
We had one full-time first year principal (as our previous principal left in the beginning of that
year) and one part-time assistant principal who worked between two schools and was only in our
building for half of the day, three days per week. The nurses’ hours were cut. Counselors and
social workers were cut. School reconfigurations and closures were supposed to have helped the
fiscal damage within the district, an important debate, but it most certainly did not help the
circumstances of people in the schools that were left open.
Our school was in a dire situation by October 2014. Teachers did not want to work there.
Some lasted through a day; some lasted a few weeks. We could not keep teachers coming back
due to the chaos that ensued from combining the schools. Due to the shortage of teachers in the
building, classes had to be combined and recombined. Class sizes rose to 35-39 per class. It was
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during this time that the fight exploded in my classroom. Being the only adult in the entire
hallway, I had to handle this situation without back-up and ended up with a broken neck.
Quantitative research and data on school closures do not properly communicate the truth
of school closures (Department of Education, 2009; Gabriel, 2013; Jack & Sludden, 2013). The
budget cuts not only affected the schools that were closed, but also those that were left open. As
Gabriel (2013) stated in reference to Andrew Jackson School in South Philadelphia, “Under a
draconian budget passed by the Philadelphia School District last month, none of these supporting
players — aide, counselor, secretary, security monitor — will remain at the school by
September, nor will there be money for books, paper, or a nurse” (p. 1). Lack of resources and
staff was evident in the receiving school where I was employed. Steinberg & MacDonald (2019)
found that the achievement of students that attended receiving schools was negatively affected.
Their study suggested that the negative consequences were greater when there were a greater
number of students displaced. It is one thing to write about those implications in a quantitative or
qualitative study. It is another thing to experience it firsthand. I was one of the thousands of
people left in dire circumstances throughout the city. Qualitative studies are critical for
understanding school closures by hearing the life stories of people that were and continue to be
affected by public school closures.
Research Question
The research question that guided this dissertation is: What was it like spatially, racially, and
ideologically to be a teacher, student, or administrator in the late stages and aftermath of the
mass school closures in the School District of Philadelphia? The main theme that ran through
the implications on the lives of the participants was found to be uncertainty. This uncertainty led
to five out of the six participants leaving the district.
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Themes and Theoretical Framework
Chapter Five analyzes the qualitative data through the lens of the theoretical
framework upon which this study was built. The figure below denotes the theoretical
framework and the themes discussed in this chapter:

Theoretical
Framework

Interpellation

Theory of
Spatiality

Critical Race
Theory

Public Schools:
The Hub of the Community

Schools:
Microcosms of Society

Charter Schools:
Stealing the Hub

Application of Theoretical Framework to Findings
To answer my research question, I situate the school closures and reconfigurations within the
theorizations of the relationship between the spatial existence of schools, racism, and the
interpellations of individuals and communities due to these changes. School closures in the SDP
mostly occurred in poverty-stricken areas in which minority groups reside aligns with CRT.
(See: Appendix B). The theory of interpellation analyzes the subject and the subjected and the
interdependence of the individual and society. Societal structures such as the scholastic state
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apparatus are more than a physical place. They are the spaces to which people are tethered.
Therefore, the theoretical lenses of interpellation, spatiality and CRT blend and are mutually
supportive of one another in this study. Ladson-Billings & Tate (2006) stated that critical race
theorists argue that political and cultural analysis is situational. If CRT is situational, it is
therefore spatial. If it is spatial, individuals are interdependent on a larger social structure as
subjects of that structure and are subject to being interpellated throughout their lived experience
within that structure.
Schools: The Hub of the Community
The physical space of a school serves as an epicenter for relations in a particular place in
time. Conceptualizing space as the construct for interrelations, the qualitative data was coded,
and themes of space-time were analyzed. I found that, for my respondents, neighborhood public
schools serve as the hub of a community. The following data is an example of the spatialized
interpellations these hubs bring to communities and individuals.
Diane’s elementary school was on the same block as her parent’s house, where she grew
up. Her face lights up as she remembers those years.
“My elementary school years were wonderful. I remember my one teacher. I am 63 years
old and still remember the impact my teachers had on me because it was a community. Everyone
knew everyone. When I graduated, I actually sat outside my teacher’s door crying.” She could
not emphasize enough how great her experience was in elementary school. The reason for this,
as she explains, is the school was part of the community, a safe haven, a hub.
“I had a wonderful experience. I had a wonderful experience because in those days, in my
opinion, the school was a hub for us, a safe haven for us. We could go to the afterschool
programs. There were things to do on Saturday. The teachers knew you. They knew the
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community they worked in and the community knew them if they walked down the street.
Everyone knew everyone by name, and it was safe.” Neighborhood schools were important to
Diane’s childhood. Schools provide a safety net of social connections that are essential to
security and well-being (Lipman, 2009; Tardiff, 2014). Her public elementary school provided
Diane a safe place and long-lasting fond memories. Three out of the five siblings in her family
became teachers. The spatialized educational hub in her community consisted of Black and
Brown people from the neighborhood. According to Diane, she experienced no racism as a child
in her elementary school or community. Diane and her sisters found safety in this and were
interpellated by the scholastic state apparatus in such a way that their experience brought them to
love school and become educators, giving their service back to the SDP.
Interpellations that Racialize the Spatiality of Hub Destruction
The schools in the SDP serve as hubs for the communities but the district as a whole has
been a hub for systemic injustices. School closures have implications across race, class, and
geography (Green, 2017). People of color who live in low-income neighborhoods are
interpellated as neoliberal subjects, generating neighborhood disruption and a loss of place
(Lipman, 2013; Green, 2017). Neighborhood public school are integral for the community,
especially in tight knit communities. My conversation with Chip began with her telling me about
her parents. Chip was born and raised in Philadelphia. Her parents are Philadelphia natives who
attended Philadelphia’s public schools. She chuckles when she tells me where her parents met.
“My mom and dad actually used to live around the corner from each other in Philly. My
dad was in the military and moved to Arizona, and that’s where they met, Arizona.” I smile
along with her at this little story. This goes to show that communities were and still are so
tight in the neighborhoods of Philadelphia that even though her parents lived only a few blocks

116

from each other growing up, they actually did not even meet in Philadelphia. Chip goes on to tell
me about her high school years and the schools she lived near during the mass school closures.
She lived near Germantown High School during the mass school closures.
“When Germantown closed it was a big thing. So, the kids were capitated to King High
School.” I perk up at this because I am very familiar with that area. I began my teaching career at
a school right down the street from that high school. We talk about the impact the receiving
school had when the district shut down all those schools. Quantitative studies have shown that
receiving schools were more dangerous than closed schools both the year before the
announcement of the school closures and the year of the merging of schools, further explicating
racial and spatial disparities (Connor & Monahan, 2016).
Chip stated, “You’re taking different mindsets, different neighborhoods, they brought
beef. All of these different things and merging them into these different schools.” Chip
discusses a different geographic location in the city than where Nina attended school, yet
Nina’s experience is similar in regard to different mindsets of merged students bringing “beef.”
Nina also discussed the negative implications other schools brought into her middle school,
also a receiving building.
“There was other schools coming into the building. The kids weren’t getting along, and
they had like ten times more fights than we ever had,” Nina stated. She is quiet for a moment
after that and then tells me, “I think it was more of a behavioral thing as getting along with other
kids that were not from our school. Well, I didn’t get with the program,” she states. These are her
exact words. Backer (2019) explained interpellation as getting “with the program of daily life”
(p. 3). Nina experienced disinterpellation in the sense that she was forced into a state of being in
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which she could neither accept the new existing relations in her space, nor did she have the
power to change them (Backer, 2018; Lewis, 2017).
Nina went on to explain that when she was in sixth grade, she was on the fourth floor,
when in seventh grade she was on the third floor (that was the year she was a student of mine),
and at that time the eighth grade was on the second floor. Everything changed the year five other
schools came into our building. She explains that some of the eighth grade was split on the third
floor with the seventh grade, and the rest of eighth grade was on the fourth floor. For some
reason, I did not realize this. I knew they flip-flopped the set up in the building with the lowest
grades now on the lowest floor instead of the top floor, but I did not know the third floor was
split. I tell her that I didn’t realize the third floor was split, but I do remember students losing
their activities due to the behavior problems in the building that year.
There were many days that we had no movement at all in the building and students had to
stay put wherever they were. For instance, if they called for no movement and students were with
their math teacher, they just stayed in that class until the end of the day. No other classes, no
movement at all. No learning taking place. The incoming students and the students who were
previously at this building both lost their place and space. All of the students in the building were
thus neoliberally interpellated and had to “get with this new program.” The dysfunction that the
school closures caused within the receiving schools had the largest negative impact in the
neighborhoods that needed their safe hub the most. The geographic section in which Nina lived
and went to school is a low-socioeconomic section in Philadelphia comprised mostly of people
of color. This neoliberal racialized injustice of lost educational time that occurred from merging
schools was a structural barrier that shaped this community.
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I can clearly see that Nina was upset by this conversation about her 8th grade experience.
Her brow furrows and she bites her bottom lip. She averts eye contact. I change the subject back
to the public high school she attended in Philadelphia that she had mentioned earlier in our
conversation. She lightens up and smiles. She explains that the class sizes were smaller than in
her last year at the middle school and “they eased the kids out each year instead of closing down
all at once and shipping kids to other schools.” I sit quiet and wait for her to continue.
“Whenever we would have an argument, they would do a meditation. Like, it was, it wasn’t bad.
It was a cool community.” This good community lent to a positive memorable experience for
Nina, and I am glad.
The study by Good (2017) discovered through narratives of the stakeholders that
schools are institutions in which the communities are “intimately connected” and therefore
become “intertwined with histories of place and local place identities” (p. 864). Nina’s place,
her middle school, had changed. Through her narrative we learn that she was disinterpellated
by “not getting with the program.” Her grandparents moved her out of Philadelphia and
enrolled Nina in a high school in another district which further changed Nina’s place in the
community. The racialized difference in the school community she experienced in Delaware
interpellated her in in such a way that all she wanted to do was move back to Philadelphia,
which she did when she was of age to be on her own.
Chip experienced the “beef” that merging schools brought into her tight knit
neighborhood. Diane stated that schools are a hub for the community. Neoliberal ideology
greatly impacts the scholastic state apparatus. Chip, who did not have one teacher that looked
like her was interpellated by that experience in a way that her spirit and thoughts about education
changed. She became an educator so students that looked like her would have a teacher that
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looked like them. Diane had a totally different experience in that she did have Black teachers and
enjoyed her early childhood education so much that she wanted to become a teacher and ended
up serving her community for over 30 years. I was interpellated neoliberal ideology of the
scholastic state apparatus in that when I was switched from a small elementary school (which
was a Catholic school) to a larger public middle school, I became lost in the shuffle. One of the
defining reasons for becoming an educator was to help children be seen and heard.
Schools: The Microcosm of Society
The state take-over of the SDP in December 2001, which was based on neoliberal
ideology, inevitably led to the mass school closures a decade later. Its roots in years of
inequitable funding left the district in “substantial and perpetual deficits” (Travers, 2003. p. 1).
This inequity was and is racialized. Ladson-Billings & Tate (2006) discussed CRT and school
inequities as based upon three propositions:
•

Race continues to be a significant factor in determining inequity in the United States.

•

U.S. society is based on property rights.

•

The intersection of race and property creates an analytic tool through which we can

understand social (and, consequently, school) inequity (p. 48).
The theory of spatiality and CRT are intertwined. If inequities are based on race,
which they more often than not are, and the U.S. is built on capitalism and property rights,
and the mass school closures took place in the lower socioeconomic regions with the largest
number of minorities, then not only are the above two theories interdependent, but also these
communities and individuals have been and continue to be interpellated by the ongoing
racism and injustice in their community and in the scholastic state apparatus. Good stated,
“the mass school closures effected mostly African American communities, which represented
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one piece of a larger systematic disinvestment in and marginalization of African American
neighborhoods in Philadelphia” (Good, 2017, p. 867; See Appendix B). Hearing the lived
experience of those affected by the closures while examining my own and analyzing the
neoliberal ideological interpellations is a vital part of research because the educational system is
supposedly built on the notion of equality.
Interpellations Based on Racism and Space
Robert Vaux had a vision of free education for all. In 1818 he formed the Pennsylvania
Society for the Promotion of Public Schools. This vision became a reality through the common
school laws enacted in 1834 and 1835 and the Consolidation Act of 1836, which opened all city
school to all children, free of tuition. The board proudly announced, “the stigma of poverty, once
the only title of admission to our public schools, has been erased from our statute book, and the
schools of this city and county are now open to every child” (Cutler, 2020, p.1). Although the
schools of this city are open to every child, the stigma of poverty has certainly not been erased.
The qualitative data from Diane’s narrative was coded and the theme of schools as the
microcosm of the world emerged. She spoke of the system of education and schools as being the
microcosm of both the society and also of the world in which we live. Her lived experience
includes attending SDP public schools as a child, serving in them as an adult, and still living in
Philadelphia to this day.
“Let’s just face it, it’s racism,” she says. “Every aspect of life, it’s like they say, school
is the microcosm you have of the world. If there is racism in the world, there’s racism in
school. If there are a lack of opportunities for Black people in the world, there are a lack of
opportunities and resources for Black children in school. So schools are just a microcosmic
view of what the world is.” We both shake our heads and sit with this for a moment. Still
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shaking her head, she tells me, “Yeah, it’s a sad state of affairs, but you look around and you
believe it because we attended to a school where there was a lack of resources.” This is in
reference to the school where we first met which became a receiving school in the 2013/2014
school year.
“You know, a dilapidated building falling apart. You’re trying to hold it together. And
you know the problem,” Diane states. I share with her how much I did not know before I became
an educator. I tell Diane my experience and how my children had a textbook to keep home and
the town right next to me had one class set for all of the students to share. And when I taught in
Philadelphia, the resources were even more sparse. Yes, we know the problem, inequity based on
race. There has been a long struggle with funding for the SDP and the fact that the District
educates 42 percent of Pennsylvania’s Black students cannot be overlooked (Mezzacappa, 2017).
“It’s a reflection of the world. It’s sad to say, but that’s exactly what it is. And I think when
people start rising up against oppression, things change,” she states. We talk of the happenings of
the past summer, how people are rising up (Molyneux, 2020; Ashley et.al. 2020). How this is
needed so things can change.
This study found that neoliberal ideology and systemic racism were the underlying
factors for the lack of funding that eventually caused schools to be shuttered, amplifying loss of
space for the teachers, students, and administrators in the district. From the perspective of a
student, this caused a lot of struggle. Data is suggestive of interpellations of unworthiness
occurring among students. Their schools, the hub of the community, were not worth funding
properly, they were closed, and students were crammed together, losing their hub and therefore
their space and place in their communities. Nina recalled, “All those kids, not having enough
supplies, classes being bigger than what it was. It was a whole lot of struggle….like it was bad,
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cramming all these kids together.” At this point in our conversation, she relates this to half of her
classmates being dead. Nina attributes it to “not taking education seriously.”
If schools are the microcosm of society, and there is racism in schools and within the
systemic framework, then this is a systemic issue and the schools are at the base, not at the top of
racism and inequity. It could be that education was not taking them seriously. Half of the kids
Nina went to middle school with died before they reached her age—23 years old. These children
were interpellated as neoliberal subjects, believing that their schools were not even worthy of
staying open; that they were not worthy of having the supplies necessary to function well and
learn, that they were not worthy of decent class sizes. They attended school in a dilapidated
building that was not closed, but became a receiving school, filling the building to over-capacity.
So, I ask, who did not take students’ education and students’ lives seriously, the children
themselves, or the neoliberal education system and the state that closed their schools?
Charter Schools: Stealing the Hub
The topic of charter schools was a major theme in the qualitative data from all of the
participants with the exception of the student’s data. On the issue of privatization of schools,
Carnoy (2000) stated, “private choice has traditionally responded by ignoring or even
exacerbating class, racial, and ethnic segregation and inequality” (p. 16). Privatization of public
schools most often occurs in urban, low socioeconomic areas under the guise that parents have a
choice; that their child will receive a better education than at the local public school. There is
lack of evidence that charter schools improve student achievement (Carnoy, 2017). In fact,
Carnoy (2017) stated that “privatization could also leave the educational system worse off than it
is, despite all its flaws” (p. 19). Carnoy was correct in his assumption. As it stood in 2017 when
the SRC was finally dismantled, the SDP was left in a $900 million deficit (Dent,2017). The
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numeric data does not take into account all of the lives stigmatized and interpellated by the
racialized dismantling of schools.
Racialized Dismantling of Place and Space
Closing public schools and turning them over to charters most often happens in the
poorer sections of urban districts. In looking at the visual in Chapter Two of a student wearing
the “School District of Philadelphia Trash” sign when his school was cleaning out for closure
and listening to Nina’s lived experience of half of her classmates being dead, it is apparent that
interpellations of unworthiness became embedded in the spirit of students due to the racialized
dismantling of place and space. Losing one’s hub in the community is difficult enough; turning
these schools over to charters exacerbates the issue, forcing segregation of race, special
education needs, and negative behavioral tendencies.
While Diane and I conversed about funding for the schools in the district, her facial
expression changed, denoting a serious demeanor. “You need more security, more hallway
monitors, a classroom assistant in each class. The money is filtered all over the place but where
we need it. Why are they opening up charter schools when the public schools need so much?
What happens anymore, in my opinion, our schools are becoming hubs for discipline issues
because charter schools do not take discipline problems,” she says. In her opinion, public
schools, once the hub of social action in the community, have now become hubs for discipline
problems as a direct result of charter schools, deepening the systemic racialized inequities for
these communities.
Diane goes on to explain part of the financial dilemma charters cause to the district that
she saw as an assistant principal. “I would stand at the counter and make the secretaries laugh. I
would say, ‘Watch, you’re going to get a ton of kids coming in January,’ because once the
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charters get that money for all those kids that they have, they kick them out in January and the
money doesn’t follow,” she tells me. I shake my head in disgust. I never knew this.
“That’s awful,” is all I could muster up to say.
“You knew that, right?” she says, and I just shake my head, speechless. Being the great
storyteller that she is, she tells me another story. She tells me what she would say to parents
when they came to enroll their child in January.
“What, your child was kicked out?” This is what she would ask the parents. She says
most parents would deny this and say their child is good. “Why are you now registering? It’s
January,” she would say to them and they would tell her that they moved. Neoliberal school
reform is based on “hyperaccountability and hyperstandardization” (Royal & Gibson, 2017, p.
7/15). When students don’t make the cut, they can and often do get sent back to their allocated
public school.
“I knew they kicked them out. Charter schools aren’t keeping kids, period. Now you got
the district with all these behavior issues without the funds following, because everyone else is
going on to what they think is a better situation. But the verdict is out on the achievement and
performance at charter schools.” The look on her face is one of disgust and unhappiness. I can
tell she has a lot to say about this situation, so I quietly wait for her to continue.
“Charters are not doing any better than the public. Then you hear these horror stories when
a charter school doesn’t meet the requirements, right, and the performance standards and
everything and they just shut down. So your neighborhood school is stuck with these kids with
no records.” She goes on the tell her experience with the Edison schools.
“I even said the same thing about when the Edison schools and all those little agencies
came through trying to help with our local schools. Where are they now? Closed down.” This
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proves her point that the charters and agencies that came in under the SRC were no better than
the public schools. We chat about how neighborhood schools are now stigmatized as being bad
schools since the charters came in. Diane just shakes her head and tells me, “My husband says all
the time, they don’t pay teachers what they are worth. He understands that we have to keep
getting educated and anyone else as educated as teachers gets paid well and respected. I think
this is why I had to go. I was just getting to the point where it was just working on my spirit. It
was too much.” The embedded racialized inequalities which are exacerbated by neoliberal
ideology and policy reform permitted charters to take over public schools, thus interpellating
Diane as a neoliberal subject. She changed from loving the public school system to wanting to
get out.
The SDP tried to fight against charters taking over their public schools. When Edison took
control of schools without any formal process, this “became the focus of student and community
protests” (Travers, 2003, p. 3). Whitehorn (2016) stated that “the SRC drew upon the stereotype
that Black and Brown communities cannot govern themselves and need the paternal guidance of
the great white fathers in Harrisburg. Philadelphia and other poor, predominately Black and
Brown cities have been denied adequate resources and then subjected to state control to keep the
natives in their place” (p. 1). This subjection of state control of their place and space was an
interpellation of dishonor among the stakeholders. In the late 1990s, David Hornbeck pleaded
with Harrisburg for more school funding for the SDP and talked about the inadequate funding as
a moral and racial discriminatory issue (Mezzacappa, 2017). The other driving force, which is
embedded in racism, is to get rid of public education and privatize it with for-profit companies,
the basis of neoliberalism. Diane was not the only one neoliberally interpellated by charter
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schools coming in, communities throughout Philadelphia saw and felt the dismantling of their
school system, their hub. They fought against it.
Diane explains what happened in the neighborhood where she grew up. With sadness in
her eyes, she tells me that the beloved school she attended as a child is now a charter school. In
speaking of where she grew up, and where her mother still resides, she says, “And this is the
thing that I do not understand. In her community there are charter schools but the children who
attend these schools are not from the area, so area kids have to walk or commute even further to
get to a public school now. I just look around and I’m saying they are renovating the buildings,
and some are new, but the kids in the community do not benefit.” She speaks with a tone of
loathing in her voice about how the charters have lotteries and how you can live right across the
street and cannot walk in and enroll your child.
“This concerns me when I think of my elementary school being a hub for community
support and events,” she states. She tells me about how her elementary school had breakfasts for
the seniors in the community. The fifth-grade students would work with the cafeteria staff to
make and serve breakfast for the seniors once a week. It gave the students a sense of community,
pride, and respect for the elders in their community, and the seniors loved being around the
younger generation. She reminisces about how they would be able to use space in the school for
church activities or for whatever the community members needed. Now all of that is gone with
the charter schools in the neighborhoods. The inflection in her voice changes as she speaks of
schools as a hub for the community and how this is now lost to charters. As a person who
attended Philadelphia public schools and then served in the district as an educator for over thirty
years, school to her is more than an educational system.
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“School is more to me than an educational system, it’s a social hub. It’s where
children learn to have friends. It’s where parents can go if they need help. Yeah, that is
how it should be. And when that’s taken away, you know that’s not good.” She continues
telling me about her mother’s neighborhood. It is not only the charters stealing the hub
from the neighborhood families, but also gentrification, as she explains. These are both
basic ideologies within a neoliberal framework. For Diane, they are one and the same.
“I’m seeing it with my own eyes. Equating some charters to be gentrification, like when a
charter school hits your area. That means things are changing.” Her sister was also interpellated
as a neoliberal subject by these changes.
“My sister, for example, she’s not in her school anymore. They are doing a whole
lot of fixing up and changing around. You could just see the writing on the wall. You
know, doctors and such are moving in an area where there is a public school and doing all
this fixing up and I said, okay, that’s the next school. They will now move those children
somewhere else to accommodate these people who have, you know, a higher income
bracket.” We talk about how this has been an issue in the district since way back in the
1800s, as explained in Chapter Two. When White people move in, the Black children are
then moved somewhere else that is not as nice. Racial discrimination has been evident in
the district since the 1800s.
Chip is from a different geographic area in Philadelphia. She also speaks of racialized
loss of place and space due to charters. She felt that the school year 2011-2012 was a time when
African American women “were kind of being put under the microscope.” She shakes her head
when she explains the situation.
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“I worked at a high school when it was part of the district then turned into a charter
school. Things changed and I just didn’t feel like I fit anymore. So I left and did something
different and that gave me a whole new perspective on life.” She was thus interpellated as a
neoliberal subject which then pushed her forward into leaving the district and going into law
enforcement.
“It gave me different sense of dedication that I didn’t necessarily have before. I wanted to
be there. I was dedicated to my kids. But when you see the flip side of it and you really see the
danger and the trouble that these kids get into and you’re the one responding to it, it was just a
total shock.” She shakes her head. I cannot help but think that the danger and trouble these kids
are getting into is a direct result of the being interpellated by neoliberal policies which left them
engulfed in feelings of unworthiness and dishonor. “It was at that point that I knew I need to put
a little bit into education to do my due diligence and try to prevent them.” She tells me that law
enforcement was her first career and she saw that this was an opportune time to come out of the
district and pursue that path. “I left at the end of the 2011-2012 school year. And then I came
back,” she states. “I watched the schools close. I watched the transitions. I saw people lose their
jobs and honestly that’s when a lot of charters picked up a whole lot of people,” Chip says. Her
eyes are sad, and she shakes her head.
Trish worked in the building where we met when Edison had control of the school. She
was with the district in the late 90s and saw the changes when charters began popping up. Then,
and even now, she questions why didn’t the SDP do something about it?
“Philadelphia School District is a stick in the mud,” she says, shaking her head. She
then talks about her student teaching experience. “I was student teaching in a high school in the
district and heard all around me about the charter schools that were popping up across the
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district. That is when the first charters submitted applications and one of the teachers,
you know, is telling me that this is the end, they’re all going to be corrupt.” I ask her
what year that was. “I was doing my student teaching, so it was in the 90s.”
“So you started about ten years before I did,” I say.
“Yeah, yeah. I remember this conversation. They said, they are all going to be
corrupt. They’re going to steal; they’re going to rob the district. You know this is sad because I
just saw another headline about a charter that embezzled all that money.” We both sit still,
thinking about charter schools.
“You know, people today say, ‘Oh charters are going to ruin the public school
system.’ Well, when they started, why didn’t they try to save the public school system?
You know, this didn’t happen overnight. We didn’t have all of these children attending
charters overnight. You see that you are losing kids that first year to charters, right away
how are you going to respond to that, you know, where are you going to change? Are you
going to be more creative? Are you going to allow for more management within the
school building instead of just making it across the board? You know it has nothing to do
with the student body. You know they were just rubber stamping so much.” Trish is just
distraught over this. The racialized dismantling of place and space interpellated her as a
neoliberal subject. She no longer teaches; nor does she want to.
As discussed in Chapter Two, the district was in financial and political distress for a long
time. Not to mention the rampant underlying racism and discrepancies between the beliefs of the
two major political parties. The ongoing political unrest in the district ran parallel with the
Neoliberal ideologies that took hold of educational policies from the 1970s onward. The
governing party at the time, Republican, aimed to get rid of the public schools that were “failing”

130

and bring in their own operations, which they did. As we saw, in the end, these failed. They did
not fix the public school system in Philadelphia. I asked Trish what she thinks the district could
have done differently.
“They had the opportunity to do something better,” she says as she moves the hair that
has fallen in her face to behind her ear. She is quiet for a moment.
“Why didn’t they fix the public schools instead of opening charters? The idea that
charters are better is just an idea,” she explains. “They are shiny and new, and people send their
children there for that reason, but they do not do any better than the public schools.” She tells me
about some of her friends’ experiences at charter schools.
“I have some friends that work at charters and it’s always backwards. They’re always
putting stuff on the teacher instead of asking the teacher who was with the children and sees
them every day and is getting to know them. They just keep dumping things on teachers.” I
nod my head in agreement as I know this all too well. I also wonder what the financially
devasted districts can do about charters taking over.
In 2010 the SDP began working on their Facilities Master Plan, which was a long term
plan to standardize grade arrangements, increase school utilization, and reduce building capacity
(School District of Philadelphia 2013; Tardiff, 2014). William Hite was quoted stating, “This
path will lead to greater educational investments throughout our more than 200 schools and
improved educational outcomes for students. This path will reverse our enrollment decline as we
create safer, more modern learning environments and build sustainable community partnerships
and coalitions” (Jack & Sluden, 2013, p. 1). We can see in the news that this is not the case.
There are many Philadelphia public schools that are unsafe to open at this time in the pandemic.
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Closing schools did not lead to reversing enrollment declines or safer schools, it led to losing
more students to charters.
Total enrollment in public schools in the SDP has declined from just over 200,000
students enrolled in public schools in the district, to under 140,000 and has continues to fall
(Baker, 2017). Baker (2017) found:
•

Charter schools are expanding in predominately low-income, predominately minority
urban settings.

•

Despite expenditure cutting measures, districts simultaneously face rapid student
population decline and/or operating in states with particularly inequitable underresourced school finance systems have faced substantial annual deficits.

•

Charter expansion is not driven by well-known high-profile operators.

•

With the expansion of charter schooling, public districts are being left with legacy debts
associated with capital plants and retirement systems while also accumulating higher risk
and more costly debt in the form of charter school revenue bonds to support new capital
development (p. 2)

These findings show that Hite’s statement was incorrect. Charter schools not only steal
the hub of the community, but also perpetuate racialized loss of place and space and further
segregate Black and Brown members of the community (Renzulli & Evans, 2005; Rapp &
Eckes, 2007; Frankenberg & Siegel-Hawley, 2009; Carnoy et. al. 2005). As Diane stated, the
children in the communities are not benefitting from charters taking over their public schools.
This brings in people from other communities while at the same time children on the block
have to travel further to get to a public school. Their sense of space and place is changing as
charter schools steal their hub.
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Summary
The qualitative data of the participants showed that public schools serve as an integral
part of the neighborhood and community. The sense of public schools as a hub for the
community was strongly felt and discussed in the narratives of the participants. Diane’s first
educational experience in her elementary school, the hub of her community as she was growing
up, served as an interpellation of love for education. Chip saw the changes in her community
when schools closed. She saw the “beef” that came about when schools merged different
communities. Both Chip and Trish were interpellated as neoliberal subjects and decided to leave
teaching in SDP public school when the school community changed, as was discussed in more
detail in Chapter Four.
Schools are the microcosmic view of the larger society around us. Where there is racism
and discrimination in society, we will see this in the educational systemic structure.
Neoliberalism, budget cuts, layoffs, the closing of 30 schools and reconfiguring many other
buildings coincided with charters opening and/or taking over public schools in the district. The
qualitative data show that many teachers who lost their jobs in the district were then employed
by the charter schools. Systemic racism has been an ongoing issue in the history of the SDP.
The interpellations of unworthiness and dishonor that the qualitative data found from the
narratives of the participants is an implication of neoliberal, systemic racialized inequities.
Philadelphia public schools are getting a bad rap. The notion that parents have a choice has
further devasted the district and the outlying district of Chester-Upland. I now ask the same
question as Trish, what can public schools do to stop charter expansion?
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Limitations of the Study
Methodology
This study used the qualitative methods of both autoethnographical writing and
ethnographic interviews, which as a research method have several limitations. Although
autoethnography is a writing of the self, it places the self in society and culture, and this cannot
be accomplished without relating to and including others. Because any form of writing is
interpretational, along with that may come consequences for the lives of others (Sikes, 2015).
“The blurred genre nature of autoethnography allows it to metamorphose into various forms to
suit the needs of its authors” (Marx et al., 2017, p. 2). This has given autoethnography a bad rap
for potentially being a soft methodology of research. Although the readable, storytelling telling
aspect of autoethnography is the ground on which it is based, autoethnography involves so much
more than storytelling; “it leads to and involves the analysis of such storytelling and enquiry into
self as data” (Arnold, 2011, p. 70). This inevitably leads not only to a deeper understanding of
the self, but also to a new perspective of others and society. It is a form of qualitative research
and all qualitative research must take special care to present the truth and respectfully depict the
people in their stories. This is accomplished through reflexivity.
Reflexivity
Reflexivity is a central aspect to writing ethnography/autoethnography. It is a
“continuous process of critical scrutiny and interpretation, not just in relation to the research
methods and the data but also to the researcher, participants, and the research context”
(Guillimen & Gilliam, 2004, p. 275). Reflexivity includes the obligation to show our work to
others that are included in the text and discuss, listen, and acknowledge how these others feel
about what is being written about them (Ellis et al., 2011). This facet is the “member-checking”
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of autoethnography. Being reflexive is being able to reflect upon my own truths and how they
are presented. It is having the consideration for others included in the story by checking in with
them and giving them the opportunity to share how they feel. It includes getting their consent to
be included in the writing from the point of view written about them or change it from my truth
to truthfulness in order to maintain the respect of the other.
I was reflexive in my own account. I member-checked with participants. Only one
participant suggested changes in what was written in the narrative account. These changes were
then implemented in Chapter Four and Chapter Five.
Threats to Validity and Reliability
This study used the transactional approach to check for validity (Litchman, 2013).
Member checking was used both during the interviewing process and also by post interviewing
the participants, which is a central part of checking for validity in qualitative research.
Virtual
The interviews were conducted virtually due to the Covid-19 pandemic. This produced
limitations in the ability to read the body language of the participants as the conversations took
place.
Instruments
The materials used for this study are as follows:
•

Memo books for field notes. These memo books contain the transcriptions of the
interviews and first and second order notes. They were kept in a locked cabinet.

•

Pseudonyms were used to protect anonymity.

•

A laptop for virtual interviews. The virtual interviews were conducted via zoom. The
participant had the choice to turn off the video and use audio exclusively.
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Generalizability
A limitation of this study is that it pertains to a particular geographic region in the SDP;
each subsection of the city varies greatly, as do their schools. Ethnographic studies are not
generalizable.
Implications for Future Research
There were topics that arose in this research study that would benefit from further
research. The first is neoliberalism. The past few decades have moved toward increasing
privatization and marketization of education. This should be examined “in terms of its
neoliberal roots and incompatibility with the aims of public, democratic education” (Fitch
& Hulgin, 2018, p. 773).
The second topic for further research that I propose is a study on the long-term
implications of mass school closures and receiving schools on student longevity. I thank
my former student, Nina, for the discovery of this topic. When speaking of her
experience in a receiving school, she had directly correlated this to “half of my
classmates are dead.”
The last and certainly not the least important, is the city of Chester, which was also
affected by Act 46, allowing a state takeover of their schools. Chester-Upland school district has
experienced racialized dismantling of their educational system for decades. Currently, they are at
odds with Charter School Management, Inc. (CSMI), a company who runs a for-profit charter
school system that is trying to overtake their elementary schools.
Conclusion
The traumatic experience of my neck being broken due to the mass school closures in the
SDP is what led me to undertake this study. My children were 12, 12, 13, 17, and 19 years old
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when I got hurt. At the time I kept thinking what would have happened if my neck totally
snapped and that incident killed me, leaving my children without a mother. I wondered if I would
ever teach again. I lost my sense of place and space in the community of which I was a part for
almost a decade. Having lived through this I wondered how others in the district were affected
by the closures. I took on this study employing a qualitative, autoethnographic/ethnographic
methodology in order to gain an understanding of not only what happened to me personally, but
also what happened to the community and culture of which I was a part.
My investigation led to a deeper understanding of the systemic structural barriers in the
SDP. Ironically, the first understanding that I discovered through my participants was that there
was no clear understanding of what was happening in the district as a whole, nor in the
individual school buildings that my participants served as educators or attended as a student. The
theme of uncertainty that ran throughout all of the participants was a major barrier that
interpellated each person differently. I learned that I was not alone in feeling uncertainty, fear,
and instability in my job.
Charter schools were another major topic among my participants. It is through the
qualitative data and through my research on the history of the district that I learned about
the political divide and neoliberal ideology that was and is still an integral part of public-school
districts losing their schools to charters. Listening to the narratives of my participants led me to a
deeper understanding of the part educational privatization plays in communities.
It took me over a year and a half to make my way back to the classroom after I was
injured. I ended up accepting a position at a charter school. By working on this research project
and hearing the narratives of people in the culture of the public school district, I could no longer
work where I was employed. This interpellation crept upon me slowly through the past two
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years, bit by bit, finally engulfing my mind and spirit. My resignation letter stated my truth:
“Once we have knowledge of something, we cannot pretend that we do not know.” I’m not sure
if they understood what I meant and I do not much care whether they did or not. I have changed.
I am now free of the bondage of being tied to a scholastic apparatus that is not only harming my
spirit, but also harms the spirit of what public schools were built on: an equal education for all.
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School District of Philadelphia Facilities Master Plan; Summary of Recommendations:
https://philadelphia.cbslocal.com/wpcontent/uploads/sites/15116066/2012/12/school_district.pdf
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Appendix B
African American/Black and Public-School Buildings in Philadelphia Closed in 2013
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Appendix C

Figure 1. Case neighborhoods and schools recommended for closure in 2013. Sources: School
District of Philadelphia; U.S. Census Bureau, Tiger files.
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